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I.

Law and Politics in Asia

1. Bangladesh
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Bangladesh elections: Sweeping victory for PM Hasina’s Awami League

01 January 2019

(ls) Bangladesh’s ruling Awami League won almost all parliamentary seats in the country’s general election, according to official results released
early Monday, giving Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina a third straight term despite allegations of intimidation and the opposition disputing the
outcome. The Bangladesh election commission said that the Awami League along with its allies won 288 (up from 234) of the country’s 298
parliamentary seats on offer. The opposition Bangladesh National party (BNP) and its allies won just seven seats. Allegations of severe voting
irregularities were widespread. The opposition rejected the result. More than 40 of its candidates pulled out during polling, alleging vote
rigging. [The Guardian] [Washington Post] [Reuters]
More than a dozen people were killed in election-related violence on Sunday and the campaign preceding the vote had been marked by
allegations of arrests and jailing of thousands of Hasina’s opponents. Three men were shot by police while six others died in clashes between
activists from the ruling Awami League Party and opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). Voting was held under tight security. Some
600,000 security personnel were deployed across the country. [South China Morning Post]
Though Hasina is credited with improving the economy, promoting development and welcoming Rohingya refugees fleeing a military
crackdown in neighbouring Myanmar, she has also been accused of running an authoritarian regime and being responsible for rampant human
rights abuses. [Indian Express]
09 January 2019

Bangladesh: Post-election crisis over allegation of election abuses
(cc) On Thursday, 289 of the newly elected lawmakers took oath at the Parliament Secretary in accordance with the country’s constitution.
The main opposition party Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) boycotted the ceremony as they reject the results of the election [Reuters] The
Awami League led-Alliance won over 90 percent of the seats. On Monday, the Chief Election Commissioner rejected the call from the opposition
for a new election despite multiple accusations of election abuses and the high level of violence which led to the death of at least 17 people.
[Reuters 2]
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While India, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Bhutan, Russia and Sri Lanka all welcomed the outcome of the election, western countries are more critical
of the way the polls were handled. Indeed, the European Union, the United States and the United Kingdom released statements in which they
express their disappointment regarding the alleged irregularities and call for a transparent process for the resolution of all complaints. [The
Dhaka Tribune]
Human Rights Watch urged the government to mandate an independent and impartial commission to investigate the serious allegations of
abuses. [HRW] A call reiterated by the United Nations [Reuters]. At a meeting with diplomats on Sunday, opposition figures asked diplomats
based in Dhaka to convince the government to organise a new free and fair election to solve the crisis that has emerged over the results. [The
Dhaka Tribune 2]

Sheikh Hasina, who is now in her third consecutive term, has chosen to form a cabinet solely with members of her own party, excluding for
the first time AL’s allies such as Jatiya Party which is now the main opposition in Parliament with 22 seats. The newly appointed ministers are
due to take oath on Monday January 7. The composition of the new government was announced on Sunday afternoon and includes 47
ministers, with the vast majority being nominated at such position for the first time. [The Dhaka Tribune 3]

Bangladesh: Government raises garment workers’ wages following violent protests

16 January 2019

(cc) The government of Bangladesh announced that it will raise wages in the garment sector. The decision was announced after a week of
violent protests over salaries that led to the death of one worker and injured many more. While the minimum wage was already increased in
September, workers said it would only benefit a minority and the recent protests forced the government to form a panel of factory owners,
union leaders and government officials. The president of the National Garment Workers Federation welcomed the revision in the wage
structure. [Daily Star]
However, the turmoil continues as thousands protested on the Dhaka-Tangail highway on Monday morning. [Daily Star 2] Bangladesh is the
second biggest garment exporter after China and the sector represents a $30 billion industry. After weeks of violence surrounding the 11th
Parliamentary elections, the current protests represent the first challenge of Hasina’s fourth term as Prime Minister.
16 January 2019

Bangladesh: Post-election developments
(cc) The old and new Bangladesh government led by Hasina Seikh, who took the office of Prime Minister for the fourth time following a highly

contested election, took oath at the Bangabhaban Darbar Hall. [The Daily Star] On the same day, while the newly appointed cabinet members
met her at the Gono Bhaban, the Prime Minister’s residence, Hasina warned them that they will be under her surveillance. [The Daily Star 2]
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On the first working day of her office, the PM vowed to continue her fight against corruption and said “Our war to stamp out terrorism, graft
and narcotics will continue.” [The Daily Star 3]
While the election was marred by allegation of vote rigging and widespread violence, Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha expressed
his willingness to cooperate closely with Bangladesh and congratulated Hasina for her re-election. [Dhaka Tribune] On Wednesday, Dr Kamal
Hossain qualified the December 30 elections as “farcical” and advocated for a national dialogue. A call at least partially heard by the Prime
Minister as the Awami League General Secretary Obaidul Quader stated on Sunday that the political parties which participated in the dialogues
before the elections will be once again invited to the Gono Bhaban. [The Daily Star 4]
The leader of the Jatiya Oikyafront welcomed the announcement saying that “it’s surely a positive initiative.” [ The Daily Star 5] The political
dialogue will take place amid the preparation for the Upazila Parishad elections (administrative regions), which will be held in phases from the
first week of March as revealed by the Election Commission Secretary Helal Uddin Ahmed on Thursday. [ Bdnews24]

Bangladesh: Garment Workers’ protest end amid suspension of over 1,000 workers

23 January 2019

(cc) While on Monday January 14, thousands of garment workers were still protesting as they consider the pay hike decided by a tripartite
commission insufficient, the situation seems to be calming down as on Wednesday most part of the workers returned to work. Nevertheless,
the situation is far from being resolved as labor leaders claim that 1,411 workers have been suspended since the beginning of the protest.
On January 6, workers from Bangladesh garment industry took the street demanding higher pay. For over a week, demonstrators blocked the
street and vandalized vehicles and buildings and the police responded with teargas and water cannon, the violence left one person dead and
injured many more. After the government announced it will raise the wages in the sector on Sunday 13, the Bangladesh Garment
Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) warned the workers they will be suspended if they did not return to work. As the unrest
continued on Monday and Tuesday, many workers were sacked and despite BGMEA’s president guaranteeing that “no innocent worker will
lose job” and that fired workers must receive service benefits, several workers told the Daily Star that they did not receive such benefits and
the Sammilita Garment Sramik Federation, a rights group for workers said it fears that many innocents might be part of the sacked workers.
Moreover, on Tuesday Union leaders said that longstanding workers were downgraded to curtail the cost of the recent pay rise. [Daily Star 1]
[Daily Star 2] [Reuters] [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Transparency International found “irregularities” in general elections:
(cc) On Tuesday, Transparency International Bangladesh published a report finding “irregularities” in 47 of the 50 constituencies it scrutinized
during the recent and contested general election which brought Hasina to her fourth term as Prime Minister. The anti-corruption group said
the opposition was barred from effectively campaigning and that the Election Commission did not ensure a level-playing field for all parties.
5
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The government denied the allegation and accused the NGO of having lost its neutrality and called for an investigation to uncover any “secret
link” between TIB and the main opposition party the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). [ Reuters] [The Daily Star] The EC also rejected the report
and maintains that “no irregularities were reported”. [Dhaka Tribune]
On Thursday, the High Court rejected a writ petition seeking to revoke the oath taken by the newly elected MP’s and boycotted by the
opposition on January 3rd. According to a Supreme Court lawyer, who filled the petition, the oath was taken in violation of article 123(3) of the
Constitution as the mandate of the 10th Parliament did not expire yet. Justice Moyeenul Islam Chowdhury and Justice Md Ashraful Kamal
justified their order saying the petition was not filled according to the procedure. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: PM Hasina wants to keep the pressure on Myanmar to take back Rohingyas

05 February 2019

(cc) While Prime Minister Hasina urges the international community to pressure Myanmar to take back the Rohingya now living in Bangladesh,
aid workers get ready for the rainy season that starts in May as the crisis seems to be deemed to last. Despite a Memorandum of Understanding
on the Rohingya repatriation signed in November 2017, Bangladesh is still home to approximately one million of Rohingya refugees as the
implementation is delayed. Yanghee Lee, the U.N. special rapporteur on Human rights in Myanmar, said the return could not take place “in
the near future” due to the lack of changes in the situation and lack of accountability in Myanmar for the perpetrators of the “clearance
operations”. Hasina vowed at several occasions not to forcibly repatriate Rohingyas but again urged that “Myanmar must take back its nationals
and the international community should help Bangladesh send back the Rohingyas.” [The Daily Star] [Reuters]
19 February 2019

Bangladesh: Senior leader of Jamaat-e-Islami resigned
(cc) Abdur Razzaq, a leader and assistant general secretary of Jamaat-e-Islami, the largest religious political party in Bangladesh resigned over
the failure of his party to apologize for its role in supporting Pakistani military in the independence war in 1971. He said he has been trying to
reform the party “from within” and that he “was for structural reform, and full and effective participation of women”. For him “[t]he Jamaat’s
leadership’s unwillingness to take responsibility for its role in 1971 during the war of liberation has stymied its ability to appeal to the people
of Bangladesh. It is an understatement to say that the apology was long overdue”. While the first Government of Bangladesh in 1972 banned
Jamaat-e-Islami and other religious parties because of their role in the war, the Constitution was amended in 1979 to allow the party. Razzaq
was a defense counsel for Jamaat leaders at the International Crimes Tribunal established by the Awami League government in 2010. Razzaq
reportedly said to Al Jazeera that he is now of the opinion that the party should be dissolved. [Bdnews24] [Al Jazeera]
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Bangladesh: Chawkbazar fire raises interrogations over compliance with building security regulations

26 February 2019

(cc) On Wednesday Feb. 20, a fire broke out in Chawkbazar, a commercial area in Old Dhaka, killing at least 67 people on the spot and injuring
over 40 others. Such tragic events are not uncommon in Bangladesh, in 2010 a fire in Nimtoli, a kilometer away from Chawkbazar left 124
people dead which raises the question of compliance with building safety regulations in the south Asian country.
Experts have pointed to the Accord of the garment industry to illustrate that proper surveillance could help to reduce the risks of fire accidents.
According to one expert, “[t]he only reason why fire accidents in the garment industry (have) decreased is because Accord has constantly
monitored the factories since 2013”. Ali Ahmed Khan, head of the Bangladesh Fire Service and Civil Defense, is of a similar opinion and calls
for the creation of a task force combining, law enforcement forces, city planning and development institutions and other state bodies. [Reuters]
On Sunday, a writ petition has been submitted with the High Court asking for the removal of chemical warehouses, the formation of a judicial
inquiry committee to identify the people responsible for the fire incident, and the demolition of illegal structures in the old part of the city. In
addition, the writ seeks 3 million Tk in compensation for the victims’ families. [The Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh Foreign Secretary tells Security Council it can’t take more Myanmar Refugees

05 March 2019

(cc) On Thursday, Bangladesh’s Foreign Secretary Shahidul Haque told the members of the Security Council that his country cannot welcome
any new Myanmar refugees. The announcement comes amid new waves of refugees coming from Myanmar due to the resurgence of conflicts
since the beginning of the year. In 2017, a crackdown against the Rohingya Muslim minority by the Tatmadaw forced over 700,000 people to
flee to the neighboring Bangladesh. The “clearance operations” have been qualified as being conducted with “genocidal intent” in a report of
an UN independent fact-finding mission released in late August 2018. Since then, negotiations between the two countries have been held to
organize the repatriation of the refugees but 18 months later, no tangible progress has been made. The UN says the conditions in Myanmar
are not yet met for the safe and dignified return of the displaced people. Bangladesh’s Foreign Secretary accused the Buddhist majority country
of “hollow promises and various obstructionist approaches” in the remarks. [Reuters]

Human Rights Watch urges Bangladesh to investigate garment workers’ mass dismissal
(cc) Human Rights Watch has urged Bangladesh to immediately investigate the dismissal and false criminal cases of garment workers. Following
the massive protests of December and January, union leaders said that at least 7,500 people lost their jobs. The international NGO describes
the “use of criminal complaints against large number of “unknown” people” as being a widespread abusive practice in the South Asian State.
The rights group calls brands that produce in Bangladesh to push for the end of the intimidation of workers by the garment industry. [HRW]
[Dhaka Tribune]
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12 March 2019

02 April 2019

Bangladesh: Digital censorship after the Digital Security Act
(jk) After news outlet [Al Jazeera] published an essay in which it explores allegations against the PM’s security advisor of having privately used

military intelligence agents to abduct and interrogate people to settle a business dispute, access to the page was swiftly blocked across the
country. [The Wire] Over recent months, the shutting down of online content or entire websites has increased in Bangladesh and despite the
Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory Commission (BTRC) denying government involvement in blocking the website, suspicions are high,
not least since the controversial Digital Security Act was passed in 2018. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Logistical concerns continue in Rohingya refugee camps; food security under increasing strain

17 April 2019

(zf) Mohammad Abdul Kalam, the head of Bangladesh’s Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commission in Cox’s Bazar, claims that “the [aid]
infrastructure is under unbelievable pressure.” He went on to say that the current logistical setup in the region is unsustainable. At present,
nearly 1 million refugees are situated in the area, constituting it as one of the world’s most dire humanitarian crises. Despite Dhaka’s insistence
that the Rohyinga cannot be integrated into the country, there is little sign that repatriation will occur any time soon. Last year there was an
effort by the government to send some refugees back across the border to Myanmar, which included free transportation and a moving benefit
– the attempt proved widely unpopular. [NPR]
As the impasse drags on, public health and food security are becoming critical issues. The U.N.- affiliated Food Security Information Network
claims that local food supplies have taken a dramatic hit. According to their report, households with ‘poor or borderline poor’ food
consumption habits have increased sharply from 31 percent in 2017 to 80 percent late last year. Likewise, it was reported that nearly 2000
hectares of land have been damaged due to the settlements, and that the pressure on local agriculture has been immense: nearly 750,000
kilograms of timber, vegetation, and roots are collected daily for cooking fuel. [TRT]

Bangladesh: Protests after the death of a student for reporting sexual abuse
(cc) On Friday, April 19, people gathered in Dhaka urging for justice after a 19 years-old student was burnt to death for having reported sexual
abuse committed by her head teacher.
Nusrat Jahan Rafi reported sexual harassment by the principal of her Madrasa in late March. A complaint to which the police Chief answered
it was “not a big deal”. On April 6, the young woman was lured on the rooftop of her school where classmates tied her hands and feet and set
her on fire. Rafi managed to come downstairs and was rescued by an ambulance in which she recorded her story on her brother’s phone before
dying few days later. Two men confessed their involvement in the killing. According to the police the attacker did so on orders from the head
teacher.
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In a country where social stigma leads to a majority of sexual violence being unreported, the case provoked indignation, and funeral prayers
in her honor were attended by thousands in her hometown. Prime Minister Hasina reacted by promising that “none of the culprits will be
spared legal action”. [Al Jazeera] [Washington Post] [Daily Star]
23 April 2019

Bangladesh: 3% conviction rate in cybercrime
(ls) According to data of Bangladesh’s Cyber Tribunal in Dhaka, the conviction rates in cybercrime cases were as low as 3%. Analyzing a number
of verdicts in cybercrime cases, it was found that the judge in many verdicts said the accused were acquitted since the prosecution could not
prove charges beyond doubt in these cases.
Legal experts said most of the accused are released due to out of court settlements, lack of skilled lawyers, and the inexperience of law
enforcement in handling cybercrime cases. At the same time, the number of cybercrime cases is on the rise. The court received 925 cybercrime
cases in 2018, and 130 cases in the first two months of 2019. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Bashar Chan Island now ready to welcome refugees; no repatriation in sight
(jk/cc) With rainy season approaching, Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh are at increased risks from landslides. Around 730,000 Rohingyas that
fled to neighbouring Bangladesh live in refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar. The government of Bangladesh formulated at several reprisals over the
past two years the wish to relocate the refugees to the uninhabited island of Bhashan Char. Despite NGOs and refugees expressing concerns
over the risks of cyclones, Bangladesh’s State Minister for Foreign Affairs said the island is now ready to welcome refugees. According to the
State Minister, the relocation could start before the upcoming monsoon. [Reuters] He added that “UN is not against Bhashan Char...we do not
think anyone from the UN is against Bhashan Char,” and warned that “If people die due to landslides following heavy rainfall, we will not take
responsibility”. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2]
The International Crisis Group (ICG), focusing on the present refugee camp in Cox’s Bazar, has published a report on the situation, calling on
the government to initiate a few concrete steps to improve the situation for the refugees. These steps are suggested in realisation that while
repatriation to Myanmar should remain the long-term goal - as is strong preference of both the Bangladesh government and the refugees
themselves, it is not likely to be achievable anytime soon. The most pertinent issues according to the ICG report are therefore for the
Bangladesh government to lift its ban on the provision of formal education in the camps as well as to improve law and order “in the camps,
where militants and gangs increasingly operate with impunity and are consolidating control to the detriment of non-violent political voices and
leaders.” [ICG]
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30 April 2019

14 May 2019

Bangladesh: charges extremists over 2016 murders of gay activists
(jk) Back in 2016, the publisher of a Bangladeshi magazine for the gay and lesbian community and a fellow activist were hacked to death by
unidentified men. Last week, eight extremists from the banned group Ansar al Islam were charged by Bangladesh police for the murder. While
there was a claim of responsibility for the murders by an Al-Qaeda affiliated group, Bangladeshi police has said the murders were committed
by the local extremist group which had been involved in a series of murders since 2013. [Channel News Asia]

Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan: Freedom of expression and the press under continued pressure
(ls) According to a Human Rights Watch report, three persons have been detained over critical online posts in Bangladesh. Two of them have
been released since. Last year, Parliament revoked the rigid Information Communication and Technology (ICT) Act and replaced it with the
Digital Security Act 2018, under which, however, crackdowns on freedom of speech have continued. According to the new Act, “propaganda
or campaign against the liberation war, the spirit of the liberation war, the father of the nation, national anthem, or national flag” is punishable
with life imprisonment. [Human Rights Watch]
In Nepal, domestic and international concerns over the curtailing of press freedom are growing. A new bill aims to create a new Media Council
that would fall under the oversight of the ministry of communication and technology and could issue serious fines against journalists. Last year,
the government already introduced new criminal provisions prohibiting journalists from providing information without prior consent or for
satirizing an individual. Journalists have also been detained under the Electronic Transaction Act 2008. In February this year, the government
tabled an Information Technology bill which proposed that the authorities be able to block any social media sites if they are not registered in
Nepal. [The Wire]
The Nepali Times writes that, ever since the united Nepal Communist Party came to power, it has been taking incremental steps to gag the
media. Not with a sudden, swift crackdown but softly, in instalments – a “creeping coup”. The article provides several examples of this process.
[Nepali Times]
In a special report, Dawn describes how journalists in Pakistan who dissent from the official narrative are subjected to prosecution by state
authorities and how advanced forms of censorship is being used to silence them online. According to the report, a coordinated network of
government supporters populates Pakistan’s Twitter landscape, and the influence of propaganda accounts and such coordinated networks on
national discourse has intensified recently. [Dawn]
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21 May 2019

Bangladesh: Death of a worker at Chinese-sponsored construction site results in clashes

25 June 2019

(ls) Protests at the sight of a Chinese-sponsored power plant south of Dhaka have once again put into the spotlight the tensions that such
projects may create. Hundreds of Chinese and Bangladeshi laborers clashed, leaving a Chinese worker dead and more than a dozen others
injured. Construction of the plant employs about 8,000 workers, of whom 2,700 are Chinese. Chinese state-run and private firms have invested
billions of dollars in Bangladesh’s infrastructure projects, mostly in the power, energy and transport sectors. The clashes occurred just weeks
before Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina is to visit Beijing. [South China Morning Post] [Reuters]
09 July 2019

Bangladesh: Sweeping NGO law draws criticism
(ls) Expressing grave concern over the draft of the Volunteer Social Welfare Organizations (Registration and Control) Act 2019, local and
international development organizations in Bangladesh called upon the government to change, edit and repeal some of the sections that are
unclear and conflicting. According to the law, all NGOs have to register, and renew their registrations every five years. Failure to renew
registration or rejection by the authority will result in the dissolution of the NGO. Moreover, NGOs can be dissolved if government authorities
have reason to believe they are not in the best interest of the public or have broken the law. [Dhaka Tribune]

09 July 2019

Bangladesh: Government announces social media interventions
(ls) The government of Bangladesh announced to introduce a social media content control system as part of its “safe Internet” campaign from
September, enabling authorities to intervene on content uploaded on social media platforms, such as Facebook or YouTube. Dhaka has in
recent months been trying to gain more control over social media tools in what it says is a bid to stop fake news. However, critics have pointed
to the deep impacts on freedom of speech. [Arab News]

09 July 2009

Sex trafficking in Bangladesh
(ls) In Bangladesh, the business of sexual exploitation has thrived in recent years. The Bangladesh government estimates that 100,000 women
and girls are working in the country’s sex industry and one study reports that less than 10% of those had entered prostitution voluntarily. While
prostitution is legal, trafficking and forced labor are not. But poor enforcement of legislation in a country where women are easy prey means
traffickers act with impunity. The Guardian has published an in-depth report that illustrates the large scale of the problem. [The Guardian]
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16 July 2019

Another winner of the U.S.-China trade war: Bangladesh
(ls) Not only Southeast Asian countries are largely benefiting from the trend to divert production bases due to the U.S.-China trade war. [AiR
3/6/2019] Also Bangladesh, which is the world’s second-largest garment exporter, has seen the value of its overseas sales rise to a record $40.5
billion in the year ended June 30, coinciding with Trump boosting tariffs on $200 billion of Chinese goods to 25% from 10%. The tit-for-tat trade
war has seen American and Chinese orders for more than half of the 1,981 tariffed products so far being re-routed to other countries.
[Bloomberg]

27 August 2019

Bangladesh: Forced disappearances on the rise
(ls) In Bangladesh, the number of forced disappearances by law enforcement officials and torture allegations is increasing, even though the
country passed the Torture and Custodial Death (Prevention) Act in 2013. The cases are consistently documented by human rights groups. The
United Nations Committee against Torture also demanded to end the practice and recommended steps for implementation. Enforced
disappearances in Bangladesh have increased since the passage of the. The government denies the allegations. [ The Diplomat]

Bangladesh: High Court orders to remove “virgin” from Muslim marriage certificates

03 September 2019

(ls) Bangladesh’s High Court has decided in a landmark decision that the word “virgin” must be removed from Muslim marriage certificates.
The Court ordered the term to be replaced with “unmarried”. Before the ruling, brides had to select whether they were a Kumari (virgin), a
widow or divorced. Rights groups had long criticized the term, used in marriage certificates since in 1961, saying it breaches the privacy of the
woman getting married. [Al Jazeera]

Mobile blackouts as a security tool: More case studies from Bangladesh and Pakistan
(ls) Across Asia and other parts of the world, a new security trend is gaining increasing traction: the blocking of mobile internet services. India,
Sri Lanka, Indonesia (Papua) and Sudan are among the recent examples. Whereas state authorities cite possible threats to national security
and public order as justification, it can reasonably be argued that such interventions may constitute deep restrictions of private life as well as
business activities. Taking into account the importance of communication in the era of digitalization, widespread mobile blocking cuts people
off from essential services and often disables access by independent observers to information on the ground. Last week, two more case studies
from South Asia can be added to the trend.
Bangladesh’s telecommunications regulatory body has asked operators to shut down cellphone services in camps where hundreds of
thousands of Rohingya refugees from Myanmar live. The authority referred to a security threat and illegal phone use, for example for drug
12
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trade, as reasons for the measure. Operators have already been asked to suspend data and internet service between 5 pm and 5 am every day
in the camps in Cox’s Bazar district. Many Rohingya refugees use mobile services to stay in touch with their families. [Firstpost]
Human Rights Watch has criticized the most recent mobile blocking in Bangladesh as a clampdown. [Human Rights Watch]
In Bangladesh, only Bangladeshis with national identity cards are allowed to possess local SIM cards. The sale of cellphone services is banned
in the camps. The Rohingya, most of whom fled over the border to Bangladesh in 2017 following a violent campaign led by the Myanmar
military, are largely stateless. [New York Times]
17 September 2019

Bangladesh: Kashmir is India’s internal matter
(jk) The Foreign Minister of Bangladesh has told his colleague from Pakistan that India’s decision to upend Articles 370 and 35a of the Indian
Constitution is India’s internal matter, therefore not lending his support to Pakistan, from which the country gained independence in 1971.
[Economic Times]

24 September 2019

Nepal: Energy politics with India and Bangladesh
(ls) As relations between India and Nepal are deteriorating under Kathmandu’s communist government, the Himalayan country’s electricity
export outlook is also worsening. Over the last four years, two foreign companies have pulled out of two hydropower projects due to the less
attractive prospect. Despite signing a Power Trade Agreement in 2014 aimed at easing flows of electricity across the frontier, the process has
been stalled by the lack of a policy framework on both sides. However, Nepal also sees Bangladesh as a potential buyer of its energy.
Hydropower is one of Nepal’s major export sectors. [Nikkei Asian Review]

India-Bangladesh relations: Strategic interests more important than disagreements
(ls) Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina met with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and other senior Indian officials last week. They
agreed on the need for greater effort to facilitate the safe return of hundreds of thousands of Rohingya refugees to Myanmar. As regards
India’s recent move to identify thousands of what it says are “illegal migrants” from Bangladesh, the two prime ministers were not reaching
any agreement. Nonetheless, India is focused on making Bangladesh a central element of its Act East policy, to counter China’s growing
influence in South Asia. [DW]

13

08 October 2019

08 October 2019

An analysis of Bangladesh’s Digital Security Act
(ls) A thorough analysis of Bangladesh’s Digital Security Act (BDSA) of 2018 argues that the law was created to mitigate Section 57 of the
previous Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Act of 2006. However, the author argues that, contrary to expectations, the BDSA
casts an even wider net over free speech and dissent than its predecessor. The Act not only broadened the scope of what constitutes online
crime but also took away the few legal protections granted under the ICT Act. [ORF]

Bangladesh: Thousands of students protest after killing of a student over Facebook post

15 October 2019

(nj) Thousands of university students took to the streets in the capital Dhaka and Rajshahi city after a 21-year old student was allegedly beaten
to death by some members of the Bangladesh Chhatra League – the student wing of the governing Awami League party – over his Facebook
post critical of Bangladesh’s recent water-sharing agreement with India, an issue the two countries have been sparring over for decades.
[Aljazeera] [India Today]
Prior to killing him, Chhatra League members “interrogated” him over his alleged involvement with Chhatra Shibir – the student wing of Jamaate-Islami, the country’s largest Islamist party – which has political ties with the main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP).
In his last Facebook post, he had stated three historical instances, in which Bangladesh failed to attain some achievements regarding interests
like use of port, water sharing and export of energy resources from its neighbor. [Dhaka-Tribune]
15 October 2019

Two Bangladesh Navy ships in India for maiden bilateral exercise
(jk) Two ships of the Bangladesh Navy have reached India for a four-day bilateral navy exercise which will mark the first time the two navies
exercise bilaterally. [India Today]

United States and Bangladesh to conclude agreements for closer military cooperation
(ls) The United States is planning to conclude a General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) and an Acquisition CrossServicing Agreement (ACSA) with Bangladesh. The agreements are meant to expand opportunities for defense trade, information sharing and
military-to-military cooperation between the two countries, which already have ongoing cooperation on the training of Bangladeshi
peacekeepers, counter-terrorism exercises, disaster response and other trainings. The U.S. has GSOMIA agreements with 76 countries and
ACSA agreements with more than a hundred. [Daily Star]
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22 October 2019

22 October 2019

Shots at India-Bangladesh border result in death of Indian border guard
(ls) In a rare clash between India and Bangladesh, officers of the Bangladesh Border Guard (BGB) killed an Indian border guard last week. After
an Indian fisherman had been detained by the Bangladeshi officers, the situation got out of hand and resulted in what the Bangladeshi side
described as shots in self-defence. The Indian Border Security Force (BSF) said the shots were unprovoked. India and Bangladesh, which
generally have close ties, share a border stretching more than 4,000 km, where clashes sometimes occur over immigration into India from
Bangladesh. [Reuters] [Economic Times]

Bangladesh: Some Rohingyas to be relocated to island as situation in refugee camps further deteriorates

22 October 2019

(ls/nj) About 6,000 to 7,000 Rohingya living in Bangladesh refugee camps have apparently agreed to being relocated to Bhashan Charan, an
island in the Bay of Bengal. Bangladesh has been planning since last year to relocate Rohingya to the flood-prone site, which is an hour by boat
from the mainland. In the past half a century, powerful cyclones have killed hundreds of thousands of people in the Meghna river estuary
where the island is located. [Straits Times]
Latest attempts to persuade Rohingya refugees to return to their home country by Bangladesh authorities failed. Authorities, therefore, have
imposed more restrictions on Rohingya, such as confiscating mobile phones and banning Rohingya children from local schools, to speed up the
return process. [Al Jazeera]
Following the incident of the killing of a ruling-party politician for which Rohingya refugees are held responsible for, security status in the
camps in Cox´s Bazar remains critical. On Monday a young Rohingya was murdered by another fellow. Investigations revealed that an earlier
dispute between the victim and the offender could have led to the killing. [The Daily Star]
29 October 2019

Bangladesh: Judge imposes death penalty on 16 people
(nj/jk) After 6 months of trial 16 people have been sentenced to death by a court near the capital of Bangladesh, Dhaka, for burning a
Bangladeshi student alive for accusing the principal of the school of sexual harassment. Prior to the killing the perpetrators urged the victim to
withdraw her complaint, which she refused. [The Straits Times] [Aljazeera]
The student reported sexual harassment by the principal of her school in late March and on April 6, the young woman was lured on the rooftop
of her school where classmates tied her hands and feet and set her on fire.
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In a country where social stigma leads to a majority of sexual violence being unreported, the case provoked indignation, and funeral prayers
in her honor were attended by thousands in her home town. Prime Minister Hasina reacted by promising that “none of the culprits will be
spared legal action”. [Asia in Review, 4/4/2019]
29 October 2019

Bangladesh: doubt on Rohingya relocation
(jk) The relocation of thousands of Rohingya refugees that was apparently agreed upon [Asia in Review, No. 43, October/2019, 4] has been
heavily doubted by human rights NGO Fortify Rights who, based on on-the-ground research, claim that they were hard-pressed to identify a
single refugee who had even been consulted – let alone agreed to – relocating to the island. [StraitsTimes]

05 November 2019

Bangladesh: Opposition politician sentenced for critical remarks
(nj) A member of the opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party was sentenced to three years for statements that criticized Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina. The charges were public mischief and criminal conspiracy. The affair started at a rally in 2018 when the politician gave a speech saying
that Hasina’s fate would be worse than that of her father, who was Bangladesh’s first president and assassinated in 1975. The opposition
claims that the court decision is politically motivated and another example of the suppression of freedom of expression by the government.
[Aljazeera]

Bangladesh: Facebook post sparks protests against worker’s conditions in Saudi Arabia

12 November 2019

(nl) In Dhaka, a Facebook video by a female worker from Bangladesh exposing a series of brutal violent abuses by employers in Saudi Arabia
has gone viral and alerted many in Bangladesh to the issue. The woman said she fears for her life after facing a series of humiliating events
including sexual assaults, imprisonment and withholding of food.
In a reaction to the video, people took to the streets to protest against worker’s conditions. Within this year alone, according to one charity,
48 female bodies have been repatriated to Bangladesh. [Aljazeera]
19 November 2019

Bangladesh: 25 charged over murder of student
(ls) Bangladesh police have charged 25 people following the killing of 21-year-old student who was beaten to death by fellow students in
October after posting criticism of government policy on social media. Many of the students charged were members of the youth wing of the
Awami League, the ruling political party in Bangladesh. News of the death led to protests in the capital. The demonstrations then spread to
other cities. [BBC]
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26 November 2019

Bangladesh: South Asian Country with highest bribery risk
(jk) According to the most recent Global Bribery Risk Index, published by a North American anti-bribery business association, Bangladesh
featured as the “country with the highest risk” of bribery threats in South Asia. [The Daily Star]
The other countries of the region, which the exception of Bhutan which fares slightly better, rank as “medium” threats. For details on the
report, including methodology and further results, see [TRACE].

Bangladesh: Death penalties for seven terrorists over 2016 attack that killed 22
(ls/nj) An anti-terrorism tribunal in Bangladesh has sentenced seven suspects to death for the killings of 22 people in a major terror attack in
Dhaka suffered three and a half years ago. In the attack, the militants shot dead several foreigners, including nine Italians, seven Japanese, a
US citizen and an Indian. Two police officers were killed in grenade blasts as they tried to take the assailants on inside the café. Two employees
of the eatery also died in the attack. [BDNews24]
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2. Cambodia
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Cambodia: Hun Sen opens a monument to himself

01 January 2019

(jk) The Cambodian PM has opened a monument near the country’s capital last week dedicated to his win-win policy which allowed most
members of the Khmer Rouge to be incorporated into the government’s military and bureaucracy after the end of their rule, and his
government’s legacy general. [SCMP]

40th anniversary of Khmer Rouge defeat

09 January 2019

(ls) Monday, 7 January, was the 40th anniversary of the day the Khmer Rouge regime was overthrown by forces backed by Vietnam. Recently,
the Khmer Rouge tribunal in Phnom Penh handed down its final verdict, holding two former regime leaders criminally liable for acts of genocide.
Today, the country is still divided, with older generations hanging on to the past, while young people focus on the future. An article in the
[South China Morning Post] gives an account of the current social climate.

Cambodia: Crackdown on protesters while the country is under human rights peer review
(ls) Security forces in the southern Cambodian province of Preah Sihanouk opened fire on protesters on Thursday during a protest which was
sparked by a Supreme Court decision to award a land title to several local families. The surrounding area is claimed by politically connected
tycoons, leading locals to question the true nature of the court decision. [Cambodia Daily]
Last week, Cambodia was subject of the third Universal Periodic Review (UPR) in Geneva where it received comments from 73 UN member
states that made a total of 202 recommendations for the Kingdom to improve its human rights record. Several countries expressed particular
concern over the trial of Supreme Court-dissolved Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) president Kem Sokha on treason charges and further
recommended opening space for civil societies, strengthening trade union laws, removing the inter-ministerial Prakas on the use of the
Internet, and resolving land conflicts. [Phnom Penh Post]
The UPR is a State-driven process, under the auspices of the Human Rights Council, which provides the opportunity for each State to declare
what actions they have taken to improve the human rights situations in their countries and to fulfil their human rights obligations. [ OHCHR]
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05 February 2019

EU announces to monitor Cambodia, reserves suspension of trade benefits

19 February 2019

(ls) The European Union announced that it would begin a process of intensive monitoring to decide whether to suspend duty-free preferences
under the “Everything But Arms” (EBA) deal for Cambodia, which is particularly beneficial for the local garment industry that employs more
than 700,000 workers. The announcement came after repeated warnings from Brussels and in response to elections in Cambodia last year
held without the opposition after the Supreme Court dissolved the party in the run-up to the vote. [Straits Times]
Though the EU is still at least a year away from making a decision, Cambodian Premier Hun Sen warned against interference in the country’s
affairs. He said that Cambodia will not bow to international pressure calling for internal reform adding, “the EBA will be gone, it is just [a case
of] sooner or later. (…) If you do not withdraw, I become stronger; if you withdraw, I will not die.” [Phnom Penh Post 1]
Meanwhile, Cambodia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation called on the US Embassy in Phnom Penh to respect the
Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations after it called former opposition leader Kem Sokha “an innocent man”. [ Phnom Penh Post 2]

Cambodia placed on Financial Action Task Force (FATF) money laundering grey list

26 February 2019

(jk) The FATF is an inter-governmental organisation fighting money laundering and terrorist financing. Cambodia, which has yet to prosecute
a first money-laundering case, is not least therefore believed to be susceptible to the concealment of illicit money flows and has been put on
a watchlist. [Khmer Times]
The move could complicate investments into the country further and Cambodia already faces the loss of preferential trade treatment from the
European Union over its human rights record, as mentioned in AiR last week. The EU has threatened it could exclude Cambodia from its
“Everything But Arms” trade agreement which allows the country to export to the EU at zero tariffs. [ Straits Times] Investment from China, in
particular to the beach town of Sihanoukville, continues to flow. China has become the largest foreign investor in Cambodia as well as the
biggest aid donor, but not everyone in Cambodia benefits [UCA News].

Cambodia: Government offers political comeback to opposition leaders – but they reject
(ls) Cambodia’s ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) has amended the political parties law to allow former members of the Cambodia
National Rescue Party (CNRP) to conduct political activities again. However, CNRP leaders rejected the move, saying it would legitimize the
dissolution of the party. More than 100 former CNRP officials were banned from politics for five years in a Supreme Court decision in November
2017. The party was dissolved over allegations party officials conspired with the United States to overthrow Prime Minister Hun Sen. In the
ensuing election, the CPP won all seats in parliament. [VOA]
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05 March 2019

26 March 2019

Cambodia: China builds country’s first Expressway
(jk) In Cambodia, the construction of a US$2 billion Chinese-funded expressway connecting Phnom Penh and Sihanoukville began last week
with an estimated completion date of 2023. PM Hun Sen again praised Beijing’s aid and cited the lack of help from the United States and
European Union who often tie their infrastructure aid to human rights and corruption abuses. [Strait Times]

02 April 2019

Cambodia: Land returned to indigenous communities
(ls) In an unprecedented move, Cambodia has returned land taken a decade ago from indigenous communities for a Vietnamese company’s
rubber plantation. Overall, 64 areas were excluded from land concessions, including forests, wetlands and burial grounds that belonged to a
dozen indigenous communities. Since the early 2000s, Cambodia has awarded large pieces of land as concessions to foreign companies for
mines, power plants and farms. Human rights lawyers say that such deals, which covered more than a tenth of the country’s surface area by
2012, when Prime Minister announced a moratorium, have displaced more than 770,000 people. [Straits Times]

28 May 2019

CPP dominates council elections
(ls) Prime Minister Hun Sen’s Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) has garnered most of the votes on Sunday in municipal, provincial and district
council elections. The CPP earned 11,123 out of 11,565 votes cast by commune councillors. Municipal, provincial and district councillors are
determined not by universal elections but by commune councillors every five years. [Khmer Times]

28 May 2019

Cambodia: Remembrance complicated by politics
(ls) On the occasion of the annual observance marking the day in 1975 when the communist regime of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge began
the mass killings of the Cambodian genocide, a Time article looks at the fact that remembrance is complicated by the purpose the day has
served for the governments that followed the Khmer Rouge. It argues that the questions it raises are profound: What does it mean when a
government decrees that the past must be remembered in a certain way? And how do you memorialize something you can’t forget? [Time]

Singapore Prime Minister’s post on the 1978 Vietnam-Cambodia issue upsets both countries
(cl) On May 31st, Prime Minister Lee posted on Facebook that the then-five Association of Southeast Nation members previously came together
to oppose “Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia and the Cambodian government that replaced the Khmer Rouge”. In a 2011 speech, former deputy
prime minister said that Singapore had to respond to the “invasion of a smaller county by a larger neighbour” or it would have undermined
the credibility of Singapore’s foreign policy and had serious implications for its security, adding that this would create an undesirable precedent
for small nations. [Straits Times]
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11 June 2019

However, Cambodia and Vietnam have objected to PM Lee’s remarks. Cambodia Defence Minister General told media that his comments were
“unacceptable”, and Vietnam’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs said that Mr Lee’s remarks did not “objectively reflect the historical truth”.
Cambodia’s Prime Minister further accused PM Lee of supporting genocide. [Reuters] In response, Singapore’s Foreign Ministry said in a
statement last Friday that Singapore is committed to building on its good relations with Vietnam and Cambodia. It added that last Friday,
Singapore’s Foreign Minister spoke with Vietnamese and Cambodian Prime Ministers, who agreed that notwithstanding the serious
differences, they have taken a path of cooperation, dialogue and friendship. [Channel News Asia]
25 June 2019

Cambodia’s Asia Media Summit and ASEAN’s Press Freedom
(jk) Earlier in June, Cambodia has hosted the 16 th Asia Media Summit in Siem Reap. Critics were quick to point out that Cambodia itself may
not be the ideal place for such a conference as it has been cracking down on free media significantly in the recent past and in particular prior
to the 2018 elections. [HRW]
While that is true, not just Cambodia but the entire ASEAN region has been sliding down the rankings of press freedom, with eight out of ten
ASEAN member states (all except Malaysia & Indonesia) ranked in lowest 30% of the 2019 Reporters Without Borders Press Freedom Index
[RSF: Malaysia #123; Indonesia #124; Philippines #134, Thailand #136; Myanmar #138; Cambodian #143; Singapore #151; Brunei #152; Laos
#171; Vietnam #176].
While in Cambodia controversial laws including amendments to the penal code introducing a lèse-majesté law and the 2015 Law on
Telecommunications, which provides authorities with far-reaching powers to intercept any communications without much oversight or checks,
are already in place, PM Hu Sen recently stressed that efforts to create new anti-fake-news and cyber-crime laws need to be sped up [Khmer
Times]. Recent developments in Singapore may provide some guidelines for relevant legislation. The summit ended on an agreement to launch
a regional initiative, the “Angkor Fake News Initiative,” to be followed by meetings to discuss an “Asia-Pacific road map to combat fake news”.
[VoA News]

16 July 2019

Cambodia’s open doors for Chinese business: The case of Sihanoukville
(ls) The Cambodian city of Sihanoukville has seen a massive influx of Chinese in recent years. Almost 90 percent of business operations in the
city, ranging from hotels, casinos, restaurants to massage parlors, are run by Chinese. The local population is, according so some estimates,
already outnumbered. The collapse of a Chinese-owned building under construction last month that claimed 28 lives led to calls for the
Cambodian government to exercise tougher controls. On the other hand, people living in Sihanoukville have the real chance of becoming rich
overnight for just selling their land or leasing it to Chinese. [Kyodo News]
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While Sihanoukville is an extreme case, it is not the only place in Cambodia that is looking more like China. In Phnom Penh, many construction
sites for high-rise buildings hoist Chinese signboards. Chinese capital has underpinned Cambodia's high economic growth, which has hovered
around 7% for years now. In 2017, foreign direct investment in Cambodia totaled $2.1 billion, with China accounting for 70%. [Nikkei Asian
Review]
20 August 2020

Cambodia: Khmer Rouge Tribunal in spotlight after Nuon Chea has died
(ls) Japan and France have urged the U.N.-backed Khmer Rouge tribunal to expedite the trial of the sole surviving senior leader of the 1970s
Khmer Rouge regime, Khieu Samphan. The development came after Nuon Chea, who was the regime’s No. 2 leader, had died at the age of 93
before the judicial process in the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia was complete. [Japan Times]
In 2014, the Trial Chamber of the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC) found both men guilty of crimes against humanity
and sentenced them to life in prison. The sentences were upheld on appeal in 2016. In November 2018, they were also convicted of genocide
and other crimes against humanity. Both of them appealed last month against this conviction.
The Khmer Rouge Tribunal is seen critically by observers. Its work has been made difficult by interventions from the Cambodian government
that undermined the proceedings. Some judges, prosecutors and other court personnel installed at the tribunal by the government blocked
trials for other alleged senior former Khmer Rouge figures beyond the five who were indicted. International prosecuting judges still want to
charge three other individuals, but Cambodian judges disagree, and Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen did not want to see any more trials.
Some of the foreign judges have quit. [World Politics Review]
However, it is also argued that the trials have given the Cambodian people permission to discuss a previously taboo topic, which is helping
them to reconcile one with another. That alone would make the tribunal worthwhile. Indeed, a duly constituted court has ruled that, in fact
and in law, it was Nuon Chea and his comrades who perpetrated the crime of genocide in Cambodia. The Tribunals judgments will allow future
generations of Cambodians to know the truth. [Nikkei Asian Review]

12 November 2019

Cambodia: Opposition politicians stuck in Malaysia
(ls) The Cambodian opposition leader Sam Rainsy landed in Kuala Lumpur on Saturday, where he continues to reside for the time being. He
had vowed to return to Cambodia on 9 November to rally opponents of Prime Minister Hun Sen. Previously, the Thai government, citing the
ASEAN principle of non-interference, refused him to return to Cambodia via Bangkok. Meanwhile, police lined up at Cambodia’s Poipet border
crossing with Thailand, where Rainsy had said he planned to cross into the country. [Channel News Asia] [Bangkok Post 1]
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The co-founder of the Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) faces imprisonment in Cambodia for convictions on charges that he maintains
are politically motivated, with charges on other offences pending. Hun Sen, whose government has arrested about 50 opposition activists in
recent weeks, earlier characterized the plan by Rainsy and several colleagues to return and hold rallies as an attempted coup. [ Bangkok Post 2]
Previously, also Mu Sochua, who was CNRP vice-president, arrived in Malaysia along with two other Cambodian activists. Malaysian Foreign
Minister Datuk Saifuddin Abdullah said his government had received a request from Cambodia to deport them but had yet to make a decision
on this. [The Star]
At the same time, the Cambodian government lifted house arrest restrictions on opposition leader Kem Sokha, more than two years after he
was charged with treason. He was arrested in 2017. In 2013, Kem Sokha and Sam Rainsy had brought together rival opposition factions and
posed an electoral threat to Hun Sen’s Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). [Reuters]
Pressure has been growing on the Hun Sen government to ease a crackdown on his opponents as the European Union considers whether to
cut preferential trade terms under the Everything But Arms scheme.
19 November 2019

Cambodia: PM says opposition leader Kem Sokha will face treason trial
(jk) Kem Sokha, one of the co-founders of the Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP), which was dissolved last year, has recently been freed
from house arrest and rumours emerged that he will soon be pardoned by the king regarding his charges of plotting to overthrow the
government. The court closed the investigation into his case last week, but Hun Sen, the PM, has stressed this week that Sokha would still face
trial. He is banned from leaving Cambodia as well as from taking part in politics inside the country. [ Channel News Asia]

Cambodia: PM Hun Sen thanks Donald Trump for not seeking regime change
(jk) As reported a couple of weeks ago, the European Union - which initiated the procedure to temporarily withdraw tariff preferences granted
under the Everything But Arms (EBA) arrangement in February this year - will decide early next year of how to proceed in the matter. [Asia in
Review, No. 47, November/2019, 3 ]
Cambodia, increasingly looking for partners in China amid political pressure from the West, has openly reconsidered its ties with both the US
and the EU. US President Donald Trump has reached out to Hun Sen in a letter offering to improve ties again, but also urging him to put
democracy in Cambodia back on track. Hun Sen has reacted positively and replied that he thanked the US President for his assurances that the
US was not seeking regime change in Cambodia. [Reuters]
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17 December 2019

Cambodia responds to EU over human rights concerns
(fs) Following the EU’s preliminary report on the temporary suspension of the Everything But Arms (EBA) trade preferences to Cambodia from
November [Asia in Review, No. 47, November/2019, 3] in matters of the country’s current human rights situation, Cambodia submitted its reply after the
given deadline expired on Thursday. The EU demanded the restoration of democracy, respecting human rights, fundamentals of personal
freedom and the end of repression against civil society organizations and independent press. In particular, the EU requested Cambodia to drop
the treason charges against CNRP leader Kem Sokha.
Cambodia’s government urged to consider that “nearly one million of female workers and indirectly their families would be affected by the
retrieved trade scheme”. In addition, it encouraged the EU “to take the government’s good faith effort to implement all the relevant
international conventions under the EBA regulations into account”. Further submission to the EU’s demands in the case of Kem Sohka were
declined by Prime Minister Hun Sen. A final decision about the temporary suspension will be made in February. [Khmer Times]

17 December 2019

Cambodia: Muslim minority group faces eviction from Phnom Penh
(fs) In anticipation of the upcoming Asia Europe Meeting (ASEM) in 2020, Phnom Penh’s district governor ordered members of the Cham
community to leave the city’s area within a week in the intention of “ensuring safety, security, beauty and public order”. This direction affects
a large part of the approximately 600,000 Cham living in Cambodia. Persecuted under the Khmer Rouge reign, the Muslim minority still remains
marginalized these days. In preparation for former events, evictions, relocations and arrests often were the means of choice for Cambodian
authorities, for example at Chinese President Xi Jinping’s visit in 2016 or the ASEAN summit in 2012. [Al Jazeera]

24 December 2019

Cambodia to issue own report on indigenous people’s situation
(fs) Continuing the dispute about the EU’s evaluation of the human rights situation in Cambodia [Asia in Review No. 51, December 2019/3],
Prime Minister Hun Sen announced that a report addressed to the EU will display the country’s achievement in the protection of indigenous
people’s rights. The report will be defended in Geneva. A Cambodian Human Rights Committee (CHRC) spokesperson denied any form of
discrimination against indigenous people in Cambodia or other ethnic conflicts, referring to the inclusion of Kuoy, Bunong, Sam Rae and Cham
people.
In opposition to this, the Cambodian Centre for Human Rights (CCHR) said the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination’s (CERD)
report raised concerns about hate speech, including such by political leaders, against indigenous people and disclaims that the country’s efforts
were sufficient to remedy the inequalities experienced by ethnic minorities. [Phnom Penh Post]
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Just last week [Asia in Review No. 51, December 2019/3], the Cham people living in the Mekong delta were commanded to leave said area in
order to “beautify” Phnom Penh in anticipation of the upcoming Asia Europe Meeting in 2020.

Cambodia: Online gambling ban will come into effect on 1st of January 2020

24 December 2019

(fs) Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen declared that with the ending of this year, all existing online gambling licenses will expire, enforcing
the country’s new ban of online gambling. He substantiated the government’s decision in this matter with the uncontrollable growth of
organized crime and money laundering, both risking the kingdom’s safety and its attractiveness for good-intentioned international investors.
In August of this year the relevant ministries were instructed to stop issuing new licenses and renewing existing ones. [Phnom Penh Post]
31 December 2019

Cambodia: Hearing against Cambodia Daily reporters delayed by court
(fs) A hearing in the process against two former Cambodia Daily reporters is postponed by the provincial court for an indefinite period, citing
the absence of a judge. [VOD]
Both journalists, who currently do not reside in the country, were filed with charges of “incitement to commit a felony” in August 2017 for
conducting interviews of registered voters regarding a community election during which local officials urged journalists not to interview
residents. If convicted, the journalists face up to two years in prison.
Phil Robertson, deputy Asia director at Human Rights Watch called the prosecutor’s decision “intended to intimidate all of Cambodia’s
journalists” and demanded to “drop these bogus charges and the government should end its efforts to restrict press freedom by criminalizing
independent reporting.” [Human Rights Watch]
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3. China
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

China: Student activists suppressed

01 January 2019

(dql) University guards clashed with a group of students last week who were staging a demonstration against Peking University’s decision to
select a new leadership for its Marxist Society and the arrest of the Society’s head over his attempt to publicly commemorate the 125 th birthday
of Mao Zedong. [Reuters]
The case reflects the on ongoing unease as well as repressive dealing of the Chinese Communist Party and Chinese universities with recent
protests of student activists who identify themselves as Marxists and address critical political and societal issues of inequality and labor rights
in the wake of the country’s economic development. [Financial Times] [South China Morning Post]
01 January 2019

China: Prominent human rights lawyer on trial
(dql) After being held incommunicado for almost three years, prominent human rights lawyer Wang Quangzhang was put on a closed trial for
subversion of state power last week.
Wang took on sensitive cases including complaints of police torture and defended followers of the banned Falun Gong movement. He was
among those lawyers arrested in August 2015 as part of the so-called “709 crackdown”, the nationwide crackdown on human rights lawyers
which started on 9 July 2015. [Reuters]

01 January 2019

China: High profile anti-corruption cases
(dql) The Dalian Intermediate Court in northeast China has sentenced Ma Jian, former deputy head of China’s Ministry of State Security, to life
imprisonment after finding him guilty of accepting 15.8 million USD in bribes and of crimes related to insider trading and forced share transfers
between 1999 and 2014. [South China Morning Post 1]
In another high-profile corruption case, Cai Xiyou, former general manager of state-owned Sinochem Group, one of the world’s largest chemical
conglomerates, was found guilty of taking money and gifts worth more than 7.8 million USD in return for manipulating contracts and clearing
the way for illegal sales and purchases of refined oil products from 1997 to 2016. He was sentenced to 12 years in prison. [South China Morning
Post 2]
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09 January 2019

China’s first high profile corruption case in 2019
(dql) Chen Gang, former vice-mayor of Beijing (2006-2017), was arrested as part of an investigation into alleged corruption. He is the first highprofile official in 2019 to be caught in the country’s sweeping anti-corruption campaign launched back in 2012.
Chen, who was also alternate member of the Central Committee from 2012-2017 and once considered a rising star in Chinese politics, is
believed to have used his authority to help Guo Wengui, a fugitive tycoon Guo Wengui wanted by China for bribing, kidnapping, money
laundering, fraud and rape, to obtain loans and receive government approval for property developments in Beijing. [South China Morning Post]

16 January 2019

China: Country’s first ‘cyber-dissident’ faces trial
(dql) Huang Qi, one of China’s most prominent human rights activists, was put on a closed trial on Monday. Huang, founder of the website 64
Tianwang which reports on human rights violations in China and which is blocked in China, is charged with leaking state secrets for which he
was arrested in 2016. Supporters trying to travel to the court buildings in Mianyang city were detained and later released, while foreign
diplomats seeking to attend the trial were denied access to the courtroom. [Radio Free Asia]
Huang was imprisoned from 2000 to 2005 for publishing articles authored by overseas dissidents, as well as ethnic and religious critics, and
again in 2010 after criticizing the government for corrupt building practices in the wake of the 2008 earthquake in Wenchuan, Sichuan Province,
that killed at least 69,000 people. [New York Times]

China’s anti-corruption campaign: Party discipline and party rule to be strengthened in 2019
(dql) In his opening speech at the annual meeting of the Communist Party’s Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI), the country’s
anti-corruption watchdog, President Xi Jinping damanded not to rest of the success of the anti-corruption campaign in the past and highlighted
the need to step up efforts to strengthen intra-party discipline in the frame of the campaign in 2019 in order the stabilize the rule of the party.
He addressed in particular members of the Communist Party’s Central Committee, the country’s political elite of around 400 officials, and
urged them “to scrutinize themselves and resolutely hold back attempts of their family, relatives and others with close connections to them
to seek benefits by misusing their powers.” [Asia’s News Network]
Meanwhile, the CCDI presented latest statistics of the anti-corruption campaign for 2018 at this meeting, according to which around 621,000
people were punished for corruption, including 51 at the ministerial or provincial level or higher. It also announced focal areas of its anti-graft
efforts in 2019 including education, healthcare, environmental protection and food and drug safety. [China.Org]
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16 January 2019

China: Country’s highest court under investigation over missing legal documents

23 January 2019

(dql) Following a nation-wide outcry over disappeared legal documents in a case of the Supreme People’s Court, China’s highest court, the
Central Political and Legal Affairs Commission, which operates under the Communist Party’s Central Committee, took the unprecedented move
of establishing a top-level investigative unit to probe the country’s highest court on the disappearance of legal documents, replacing the court’s
internal investigation in this matter. The documents, whose missing had initially been denied by the court, relate to a decade-old ownership
dispute between a private company and a state-owned enterprise over a coal mine in northwest China’s Shaanxi province, which is believed
to have reserves worth 56.15 billion USD. [South China Morning Post]
Amid the ongoing investigation and signaling its political weight, President Xi Jinping stepped in and warned “against slack law enforcement,
miscarriage of justice, breaking the law while enforcing the law and judicial corruption” at a high-level annual meeting on political and legal
affairs last week which are normally attended by the police, secret police, courts and prosecutors. [Xinhua]
Meanwhile, Zhao Zhengyong, former governor and then provincial party head of northwest province of Shaanxi until 2016, was arrested last
week on suspicion of corruption, making him the highest ranking “tiger” caught so far in 2019 in the anti-corruption campaign. He is also
accused of meddling in the above-mentioned case. [Reuters]
23 January 2019

China: Lowest number of births since 1961
(dql) According to official data of the National Bureau of Statistics, new births in China fell to 15.23 million in 2018 from 17.86 million in 2016
and 17.23 million in 2017, marking the lowest official birth rate in China since 1961, the last year of the country’s great famine with millions
starving to death. The latest numbers increase pressure to a shrinking labour pool and ageing population, causing a bleak outlook for China’s
economic future as the drop in new births in China is expected to continue. [South China Morning Post]

China: Leading human rights lawyer sentenced to four and a half years in prison
(dql) A Chinese intermediate court on Monday sentenced prominent human rights lawyer Wang Quanzhang to four and a half years in jail for
state subversion. Wang, who had defended political campaigners, victims of land seizures, as well as followers of the outlawed Falun Gong
movement, is one of lawyers and activists arrested in the the so-called ‘709 crackdown’, a nationwide crackdown targeting hundreds of lawyers
and human rights activists during the summer 2015 many of whom were given jail terms, suspended sentences or house arrest. Wang’s case
was the last related the crackdown. [South China Morning Post]
In another case, Liu Feiyue, the founder of a website reporting on politically sensitive issues including protests, police abuses and government
corruption was sentence to five years in prison for inciting subversion of state power. [The Guardian] [AiR 3/1/2019] reported on China’s ‘first
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30 January 2019

cyber dissident’ Huang Qi whose website is also covering human rights violations in China and who is currently standing trial on charges of
leaking state secrets.
Earlier last week, about a dozen Chinese labor activists in Hunan and Guangdong province and students from prestigious Peking University and
Renmin University have either gone missing or were detained by police on suspicion of ‘disrupting public order’. While it is unclear whether
the two moves are related, they signal a deepening crackdown on labor activists in China. Since July 2018 a loose but vocal coalition of workers,
activists and students across the country has been continuing facing off against police, with dozens detained over their support for workers
who protested after being blocked from forming a labor union with leaders of their choice. [ Reuters]

China: Constitutional law textbook of reform-minded legal scholar withdrawn

05 February 2019

(dql) In an apparent move to restrict Western influence in academia, a constitutional law textbook of Zhang Qianfan, a US-educated professor
at Peking University known for his advocacy of constitutionalism and judicial reform, has been pulled from book shops. The move comes shortly
after China’s education ministry in January ordered a sweeping review of university constitutional law textbooks reflecting the government’s
increasing efforts to tighten control over society including the legal system and education. [ Reuters]

China: International human rights organizations demand UN inquiry into Xinjiang Muslim mass detention

05 February 2019

(dql) International human rights organizations, including Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International and the International Service for Human
Rights along with the World Uyghur Congress, appealed in a joint statement to the UN Human Rights Council urging the body to launch a factfinding mission to investigate the mass detention of Muslims in the Xinjiang Uyghur region China is accused of. [New York Times] [Human Rights
Watch, for the text of the statement]

China: New accusations against Beijing over detentions of Uyghurs in Xinjiang
(dql) The Guardian, citing a Uighur-Australian activist, reports on 17 Australian residents believed to have been put under house arrest, in jail
or detained in “re-education centers in Xinjiang during their visits of relatives in China. [The Guardian]
In another development, Turkish media last week claimed that Uighur poet and musician Abdurehim Heyit was tortured to death in a Chinese
prison. Countering these claims Chinese state-run media released a brief video clip showing Heyit stating that he was “in the process of being
investigated for allegedly violating the national laws”, “in good health” and has “never been abused.” [Bloomberg]
Meanwhile, Freedom House’ ‘Freedom in the World 2019” report designates China “not free” and ranks the country 180th among 195 countries
with a freedom score of 11 out of 100, citing China’s mass internment of Uighurs and other Muslims, President Xi Jinping’s personalization of
power, internet censorship and surveillance, and the crackdown on civil society as main developments in China in 2018. [ Freedom House]
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China: Police embedded in grass-roots Communist Party cells
(dql) In a move reflecting efforts to tighten control of residents in Beijing, grass-roots Communist Party cells throughout the city are being
staffed with police officers at top positions. In south-eastern Beijing Tongzhou district alone, close to 240 police officers had been appointed
deputy party chiefs of outlying villages and urban communities.
Based on a pilot program of the policy back in 2012, the city authorities plan to have in every village and residential community in the capital
a community police officer doubling as its deputy party chief by July this year. [South China Morning Post]

19 February 2019

China: Surveillance firm tracking millions in Xinjiang, says researcher
(dql) According to a Dutch internet expert, a leaked online database of SenseNets Technology Ltd., a Shenzhen-based company offering face
recognition, crowd analysis, and personal verification, reveals that the company is tracking the movements of more than 2.5 million people in
the Xinjiang region.
The online database contains personal information including names, ID card numbers, sex, nationality, address, employer, as well as passphoto
and as about 6.7 million location data points linked to the people of the last 24 hours. [Reuters]
Xinjiang, which borders central Asia in China’s far west, has been subject to massive security measures in recent years as part of what Chinese
government says has been a successful program to counter extremist and separatist movements. China is accused of holding more than 1
million Uighurs, Kazakhs and other Muslim minorities detained in internment camps in Xinjiang. [AiR 1/2/2019]

26 February 2019

China’s social credit system: Millions labeled unstrustworthy in 2018
(dql) According to the annual report of China’s National Public Credit Information Centre millions of Chinese individuals and businesses have
been labeled as untrustworthy under the country’s social credit system and put on an official blacklist in 2018, banning them from a number
of activities such as business opportunities or transport services. Among other data, the report reveals that would-be air travellers were blocked
from buying tickets more than 17 million times while others were barred over 5.5 million times from purchasing train tickets because “social
credit” offenses. Close to 3.6 million Chinese enterprises were banned from a various business activities such as bidding on projects, accessing
security markets, taking part in land auctions and issuing corporate bonds [South China Morning Post]
The released data reflect an acceleration of the use of the social credit system in China which had its beginnings in 2014. While the Chinese
government justifies the system as necessary to maintain social order in a fast-changing society after three decades of economic reform with
drastic changes in social structures, human rights activists criticize the system as overly rigid exposing individuals to ‘Orwellian’ surveillance
and public shaming. [ABC]
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China: Visitors banned from entering Tibet
(dql) Ahead of the 60th anniversary of the 1959 Tibetan Uprising against Chinese rule in the Hamalayan region on 10 March, the Chinese
government is barring foreign travellers from Tibet over a period of several weeks until 1 April, as confirmed by several Tibet travel agencies.
With heavy security on the ground, Tibet in this period is almost entirely closed to foreign journalists and diplomats. [News18]

05 March 2019

China: Longstanding household registration system set to be reformed
(dql) Facing a galloping ageing population and a shrinking workforce, China is considering reforming the decades-old household registration
system to ease requirements for migrant workers to become urban residents. The move is part of a national urbanization policy aiming at
boosting the country's economy by encouraging 100 million people living in the countryside to move to cities. [South China Morning Post]
Under the current “hukou” household registration system, introduced in the 1950s, citizens are classified as either rural or urban residents
depending on where they were born, with the former enjoying certain land use rights but officially prohibited from living in cities or accessing
government services in those areas including education and health care.
Citing the Ministry of Public Security, Xinhua news reports that a relaxation of the household registration system in recent years has led to 13.9
million urban household registrations by rural migrants settled in cities in 2018. [Xinhua]

05 March 2019

China: Labor activists face public order charges
(dql) Following their arrests in January, last week well-known labor activists Wu Guijun and Zhang Zhiru, along with three other activists, have
been officially charged with gathering a crowd aimed at disturbing public order.
Wu Guijun was previously arrested in 2013 and released in June 2014 for organizing a protest of workers at furniture maker Diweixin in
Shenzhen against the firm’s refusal to discuss compensation for the planned closure and relocation of the factory in 2013.
Zhang is the founder of the Chunfeng Labour Dispute Service Center in 2007 which has been providing assistance in guiding workers through
collective bargaining with their employers. [China Labor Bulletin]
The arrests are the latest move in a sustained campaign by the authorities against labor activism amid heightened tension in the workplace as
China’s economy slows resulting in layoffs and wages and benefits cut. [Air 1/1/2019] [2/12/2018]
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China: Self-critical statements in opening speech of ‘two sessions’
(dql) In his speech last Tuesday, opening the ‘two sessions’, the 13th National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC), Premier Li Keqiang voiced self-critical statements on the country’s current development which he described
as “complicated and serious”, “not seen to this extent for many years”. His review of the government work in 2018 highlighted, besides
increased instability and uncertainties in foreign relations, domestic challenges including “the increased pressure of the economic slowdown,
the slowdown of consumption acceleration, […], the weakness in innovation capacities”, while “problems related to shortcomings in essential
technology has become apparent”. He further confirmed “dissatisfaction among the mass of population in a number of areas including
education, medical treatment, elderly care, housing, food and drug safety, as well as income distribution” and acknowledged that “government
work is currently insufficient” due to persistent formalism and bureaucratism in implementing reform policies.
Despite this year’s focus on “risks” and problems which stands in stark contrast to the 2018 congress, when the tone was upbeat, Li’s speech
retains an uncompromising demand for absolute loyalty towards President Xi Jinping calling his “Thought on Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics in the New Era” the guidance to “face hardship and raise, and to forge ahead […] to realize the Chinese Dream of the grand
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” [Xinhua, in Chinese]

12 March 2019

China: Extent of restrictions on religious activities in Tibet revealed
(dql) Just days before the 60th anniversary of Tibet’s uprising against Beijing’s rule on 10 March, the mayor of its capital Lhasa in a rare move
made public the extent to which religious activities are restricted in the spiritual centre of Tibetan Buddhism confirming “a clear-cut stand in
eliminating the negative influence the Dalai Lama exerted via religion and took great effort in ridding the passive religious influence” by
reducing the number of days spent observing religious events, and the number of people attending them, to less than 10 per cent. Although it
was not clear if the figure referred to the entire year and the entire Lhasa population, the vast infringement on religious life in Tibet is apparent.
[South China Morning Post]

China: Government report receives overwhelming approval of National People’s Congress
(dql) China’s two sessions, the 13th National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC),
ended last Friday with the government’s work report receiving overwhelming approval by China’s lawmakers, with 2,945 delegates voting in
favour, three abstentions and no one opposing it. [South China Morning Post]
With regards of votes of the annual meeting of the NPC, widely viewed as a rubber-stamp chamber, the number of opposing votes is often
considered as an indicator of the level of endorsement and popularity for a government leader or a top government agency.
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Speaking at a press conference after the conclusion of the NPC session, Premier Li Keqiang announced China’s plan to create 11 million urban
jobs in 2019 and highlighted core measures to help the economy stabilise growth, including business tax cuts and deregulation. [The
Independent]
19 March 2019

China presents numbers of anti-terror campaign in Xinjiang
(dql) According to a White Paper released by China’s State Council, close to 13,000 terrorists have been arrested in Xinjiang since 2014. Besides
that, more than 1,500 violent and terrorist gangs have been destroyed, over 2,000 explosive devices seized, almost 31,000 people punished
for illegal religious activities, and more than 345,000 copies of illegal religious materials confiscated. The paper stressed that only a small
minority of people receive strict penalties, while those influenced by extremist thinking undergo education and training for de-radicalization
purposes. [Xinhua, with link to the full paper in English]
The World Uyghur Congress was quick to denounce the paper accusing China of “deliberately distorting the truth” and using the crackdown
on terrorism as “a political excuse to suppress Uighurs”. [Reuters]
Earlier last week, the Xinjiang governor reiterated at a meeting during the meeting of the National People’s Congress the government’s criticism
of foreign media and organizations painting a false picture of the "camps" and insisted that they are educational training centers comparing
them with boarding schools. [New York Times]

China: Xi Jinping calls for tighter ideological grip in schools and universities

19 March 2019

(dql) In a latest move to strengthen the rule of China's Communist Party in society, President Xi Jinping, speaking at a seminar in Beijing to
teachers from across the country, called for a tighter ideological grip on university campuses and in schools, demanding teachers to contribute
with good courses on political theory and politics to strengthening among students “patriotism”, the “trust in the path of socialism with Chinese
characteristics” and “support for the rule of the Chinese Communist Party rule”. [Xinhua, in Chinese]
Xi’s call is to be seen against the background of recent nationwide repressions against a small but vocal student movement led by young
Marxist activists at universities in major cities, protesting over growing inequality and corruption in China. [ South China Morning Post]
26 March 2019

China: Cadres told to show initiative if they want promotion
(dql) Xinhua news reported last week that the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party released a new set of rules for the promotion
of cadres. While political integrity and loyalty of candidates remain main requirement as before, the new regulations stress that those cadres
showing initiative in making and acting on decisions would be favored. [Xinhua 1] [Xinhua 2, for the regulations in Chinese]
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The move is seen by analysts as addressing the general problem of party discipline and performance. To pro-actively speak up against
insufficiently loyal, under-performing or inactive civil servants is now an asset for future promotion. [South China Morning Post]
02 April 2019

China: White Paper hails government’s reform achievements in Tibet
(dql) Contradicting international criticism of growing repression on religious freedom in Tibet, the White Paper “Great Leap – Sixty Years of
Democratic Reform in Tibet”, released by the State Council Information Office last week, hails the achievements of the government's reform
policy in Tibet over the period of six decades since 1959 stating that “with the strong support of the central government and the rest of the
country, the ethnic peoples of Tibet have spared no effort in forging ahead and transforming their poor and backward old land into a beautiful
new home that is economically prosperous and socially advanced, with a sound ecological environment where people live in happiness and
contentment.” [Tibet White Paper 2019, in English, in Chinese]
At the same time, the White Paper signals a tougher stance towards the Dalai Lama, compared with the previous White Paper of 2009. While
the latter stated that “the Central Government will keep the door open for the return of a patriotic 14th Dalai Lama” [ Tibet White Paper 2009, in
Chinese], this year’s document omits this wording and accuses the Dalai Lama of upholding a “sentimental affection towards the dark and
backward system of feudalism and serfdom” in Tibet.
Earlier in March, the Dalai Lama in an interview with Reuters announced that it was possible that after his death his incarnation could be found
in India, his exile since 1959, prompting a protest from Beijing which insists on a reincarnation of the Dalai Lama in compliance with Chinese
laws and regulations. [Reuters] [South China Morning Post]

02 April 2019

China: High profile corruption cases
(dql) Last week, two former high-ranking officials were expelled from the party and sentenced to imprisonment respectively. While the Central
Commission for Discipline Inspection announced that it has expelled the former president of the International Criminal Police Organization
(Interpol) and former Vice-Minister of the Ministry of Public Security for of abusing his power to finance an extravagant lifestyle and committing
serious violations of the law [South China Morning Post], a court sentenced the country’s former head of the powerful cyberspace administration
to 14 years in prison for accepting bribes worth close to 5 million USD between 2002 to 2017. [Hong Kong Free Press]

02 April 2019

China: Renown university suspends professor for criticising Xi Jinping
(dql) Reflecting tightened restrictions on academic life in China, a law professor at Tsinghua University has been suspended and placed under
investigation by the university for openly warning of deepening repression under President Xi Jinping's rule. [New York Times]
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In February, a constitutional law textbook of a US-educated professor at Peking University, known for his advocacy of constitutionalism and
judicial reform, has been pulled from book shops. [AiR 1/2/2109]
09 April 2019

China: Human rights lawyer banned from taking up fellowship in the USA
(dql) Last week AiR reported on the suspension of a law professor by his university for his warning on growing repression under Xi Jinping’s
rule [AiR 1/4/2019]. In another move signaling tightened control of academic freedom, authorities citing national security as grounds stopped a
well-known Chinese human rights lawyer at Beijing Airport from travelling to the USA to take up a US State Department fellowship he was
awarded. [Radio Free Asia]
In another development, four Chinese men, who were detained in 2016 for making bottles of liquor commemorating the 1989 Tiananmen
Square protests, were sentenced last week to two three-year prison terms, suspended for four years, one three-year prison term, suspended
for five years, and a three-and-a-half-year jail sentence with no suspension. The verdicts are seen by observers as a “kill the chicken to scare
the monkey”-move of the government two months ahead of the 30th anniversary of the protests of 4 June 1989. [ Hong Kong Free Press][Financial
Times]

China: Hong Kong extradition law amendment proposal raises rule of law and human rights concerns

09 April 2019

(dql) The Hong Kong government has proposed changes to extradition laws that could permit the transfer of suspects from Hong Kong, Macau
and Taiwan to mainland China for trial.
Background of the amendments is a loophole exposed by a homicide case in Taiwan in which a Hong Kong man allegedly murdered his 20year-old pregnant girlfriend, while holidaying in Taiwan together in February last year. Taiwanese officials sought help from Hong Kong
authorities to extradite the man, but to no avail as Hong Kong does not have an extradition agreement with Taiwan. [BBC]
The move has been criticized by related stakeholders including business leaders, lawyers, professional groups, journalists and human rights
groups voicing concerns that it may be used against anyone passing through the international transport hub, including dissidents. [ Financial
Times] [South China Morning Post]

China's urbanization policy: Permanent residency curbs to lifted and relaxed
(dql) In an attempt to boost urban population and to revive slowing economic growth, China’s National Development and Reform Commission
(NDRC) announced as target for 2019 an increase of the country’s urbanization rate by at least 1% point by the end of this year.
In the frame of this latest urbanization push, which is part of a long-term goal of making 100 million people move into the cities over the five
years to 2020, the government is ready to scrap and relax restrictions of the so-called ‘hukou’ registration system, which has long been criticized
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for denying people migrating from rural areas to cities access to public services, such as education and healthcare, and to grant easier access
to permanent residency.
The NDRC calls for scrapping restrictions on new domestic migrants, specifically for cities with a population under three million, whilst cities
with populations between three to five million should “comprehensively relax permanent residency requirements”. [ China.or.cn] [Reuters]
[NDRC, for the announcement in Chinese]

China’s anti-corruption campaign: Former provincial party chief sentenced to 12 years in prison

17 April 2019

(dql) China’s sweeping anti-corruption campaign last week caught another prominent official. A court sentenced the former Communist Party
chief of the northwestern province of Gansu to 12 years in jail for accepting bribes totaling close to 10 million USD, making him the ninth
provincial party chiefs or governor toppled since the launch of the campaign by President Xi Jinping in 2012.
Meanwhile, a Discipline Inspection and Supervisory Committee announced that the former head of the Communist Party’s Political and
Judiciary Committee of Shenzhen city was expelled from the party and dismissed from public office for violating discipline in both work and
life and engaging in illegal activities. The city’s security chief illegal gains allegedly amount to more than 70 million USD. [ ECNS] [South China
Morning Post 1] [South China Morning Post 2]

China’s internet censorship: Popular accounts in leading social media platform silenced

17 April 2019

(dql) Reflecting tightened control of social media platforms, Weibo, China’s equivalent to Twitter, announced last week that it had blocked or
shut down over 50 accounts for posting “politically harmful information” about current politics. Among them is an account of a liberal
intellectual with more than seven million followers known for his online activism and calls for political reform which date back to the early
2010s. Another closed account belongs to journalist Wang Xiaolei whose posts about classical poetry and popular martial arts fiction are
suspected of containing hidden criticism of current events. [South China Morning Post]

China: European Parliament calls for sanctions of the European Council against Chinese human rights abusers
(dql) Last week, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on the situation of religious and ethnic minorities in China. The resolution
expresses deep concern over “a new low point” of freedom of religion and conscience in China since the begin of the country’s opening up in
the late 1970s. Referring to Xinjiang, where “an extrajudicial detention programme has been established, holding ‘from tens of thousands to
upwards of a million Uyghurs’ who are being forced to undergo political ‘re-education’”, the resolution calls on the European Council “to
consider adopting targeted sanctions against officials responsible for the crackdown in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.” [European
Parliament]
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China: Large protest demonstration against reform of Hong Kong’s extradition law

30 April 2019

(dql) On Sunday, thousands of protesters marched through downtown Hong Kong to protest against the planned changes to an extradition law
[AiR 2/4/2019] that would allow individuals to be sent to a number of countries, including China, for trial. While according to protest organizers
130,000 marched to the city’s Legislative Council building, the police estimated the crowd at less than 23,000 .
While Opponents to the extradition bill, expected to pass Hong Kong’s legislature in a few months, fear that it would undermine city's core
rights and freedoms which were guaranteed under the city's handover from Britain in 1997 for 50 years, the government re-affirmed its
commitment to the law revision and defended it as a necessary move to plug long-standing legal loopholes. [The Diplomat] [Macau Daily Times]
In an earlier development fueling concerns over the decline of freedoms in Hong Kong, leaders of the 2014 pro-democracy Umbrella
Movement, which demanded more open elections in Hong Kong and led to a months-long occupation of major roads of the city, were
sentenced by a Hong Kong court to prison terms of up to 16 months for their roles in the demonstrations. [Reuters]

China accused of “systematic, ongoing, egregious violations of religious freedom”

30 April 2019

(dql) In its 2019 annual report, the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) accuses the Chinese government of
“systematic, ongoing, egregious violations of religious freedom” and designates China – along with 15 other countries including Burma, Central
African Republic (CAR), Eritrea, Iran, Nigeria, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan,
and Vietnam – as a tier 1-“country of particular concern”. [United States Commission on International Religious Freedom]
07 May 2019

China: Mass surveillance in Xinjiang more sophisticated than thought
(dql) A Human Rights Watch report has revealed details of a mobile app being used by police and other authorities in Xinjiang to identify target
groups for enhanced surveillance and monitoring. Shedding light on the sophistication of the surveillance system in China’s far Western
predominantly Muslim region, the document, titled “China’s Algorithms of Repression: Reverse Engineering a Xinjiang Police Mass Surveillance
App” and released last Thursday, spells out a list of 36 different behaviors for which the app would call for special attention by the officials
ranging from electricity and smartphone use to personal relationships to political and religious affiliations. The report also shows that the app
involves new technologies to build an extensive and advanced surveillance system for social control including big data analysis, facial
recognition and artificial intelligence. [Human Rights Watch] [Bloomberg]

China: President Xi demands political loyalty and usage of big data from Chinese police ahead of Tiananmen anniversary
(dql) Weeks ahead of the 30th anniversary of the student-led demonstrations in Tiananmen Square President Xi Jinping, speaking last week at
the first public security conference since 2003, called on the country’s police to fulfil their duties and tasks with discipline and loyalty to the
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Communist Party. He stressed the need to strengthen capabilities to maintain order and stability by taking advantage of new technologies,
describing big data as “engine to push for an innovative and advanced public security work and as a new growth point for fostering combat
capabilities” in the face of “complex circumstances at home and on international level”. [Xinhua, in Chinese]
14 May 2019

China: Organizations supporting migrant workers raided
(dql) Chinese authorities last week conducted raids in three cities against organizations which provide migrant workers with training, social
and advisory services. Besides seizing computers and documents, the authorities arrested at least three employees and labor rights activists.
[Financial Times]
Observers raised concerns over these raids as reflecting tightened repression against labor rights activism in China in the wake of roundups of
labor activists in January and the arrest of editors of a labor rights website which covers news on internal migrant workers in China in January
and March. [AiR 5/1/2019] [South China Morning Post]

14 May 2019

China: High profile corruption cases
(dql) Yunnan province’s former Communist Party boss is under investigation over suspected corruption. 68-year-old Qin Guangrong, who held
the position from 2011 to 2014, is among the highest-ranking officials who turned themselves in to the authorities in the course of the
nationwide anti-corruption campaign. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, Chinese prosecutors filed formal charges last week against former Interpol chief Meng Hongwei. He is accused of abusing of his
positions as deputy minister of public security and head of China's coast guard from 2004 to 2018 and from 2013 to 2018 and taking a large
amount of bribes in return for doing favors for others. [Asia One]

21 May 2019

China: Wikipedia in all language editions blocked
(dql) Last week, Wikimedia foundation confirmed that Wikipedia has been blocked in all language editions in China since April. Prior to this
move only the Chinese language edition of Wikipedia was inaccessible, while other language editions remained largely accessible with
occasional interruptions.
The expansion of the ban comes ahead of the 30th anniversary of the student-led Tiananmen protests of June 4, 1989. [Reuters]

21 May 2019

China: High profile corruption investigation
(dql) Liu Shiyu, the former chairman of the China Securities Regulatory Commission, the country’s main securities industry regulator with
ministry-level rank, faces a graft investigation over suspicion of breaking the law and transgressing party discipline. Liu had been at the top of
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the securities commission since 2016 before he assumed in January the post of deputy party chief of the All-China Federation of Supply and
Marketing Cooperatives, a state body that oversees a network of 30.000 agricultural co-ops.
The probe reflects President Xi Jinping’s continued crackdown on corruption in the course which over 5.000 cadres have turned themselves in
to the authorities since Xi’s second term began in late 2017. [South China Morning Post]

China: Arrests and censorship ahead of 30th Tiananmen Square protest anniversary

28 May 2019

(dql) Ahead of the 30th anniversary of the Tiananmen Square protests on June 4, independent documentary filmmaker and activist Deng
Chuanbin was arrested for tweeting a photo of a bottle of liquor labelled “64” alluding to the month and day of the Tiananmen Square protests:
June 4, 1989. Authorities also confiscated his cell phones, computers, cameras, and memory cards. [Hong Kong Free Press]
His arrest comes after in April four Chinese men, who were detained in 2016, were sentenced to two three-year prison terms, suspended for
four years, one three-year prison term, suspended for five years, and a three-and-a-half-year jail sentence with no suspension for making
bottles of liquor commemorating the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests Deng was referring to in his tweet. [AiR 2/4/2019]
For a report on an unprecedented scale and accuracy of AI-supported online censorship of information and content on the 1989 crackdown
and other sensitive issues ahead of this year's a Tiananmen Square protest anniversary see [Reuters].

China: All silent in the country on 30th anniversary of Tiananmen Square protest crackdown
(dql) As people around the world have commemorated or prepare to commemorate today’s 30th anniversary of violent crackdown of the
student-led protests at Tiananmen Square on June 4, 1989 [CNN], all is silent in China as the government in Beijing has intensified censorship
and control of information related to the protests.
According to Chinese Human Rights Defenders, a Washington DC-based non-government organization of domestic and overseas Chinese
human rights activists and groups, more than a dozen people have been arrested or have disappeared in the weeks and months ahead of the
anniversary. Among them is an outspoken musician who has disappeared since February and whose entire concert program, including 23
appearances in the Southwestern province Sichuan, has been declared cancelled due to the singer’s “improper conduct” by the province’s
culture department. Furthermore, the artist’s social media accounts were taken down and his music was removed from all of China’s major
streaming sites. [South China Morning Post] [AiR 4/5/2019]
Days ahead of the anniversary, popular video-sharing and social media sites in China, such as Bilibili, AcFun and Douban E Zu, have also
suspended real-time commenting sytsems and internet forums, claiming a need for “system maintainance”. [ Tech Crunch]
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In a latest development, Twitter Inc last week issued a public apology to users for suspending accounts, both inside and outside China, critical
of Chinese government’s response to the June 4 protests. [Reuters] Earlier in May, Wikimedia announced that every language version of
Wikipedia was blocked in China, instead of just the Chinese-language version as had been the case in the past. [AiR 3/5/2019]
Meanwhile, reflecting the government’s unyielding stance on the crackdown China’s Defence Minister justified in the interview on the sidelines
of the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore at the weekend the crackdown of the protests as a “correct” action against “political turbulence” that
“ensured stability” in the country. [The Telegrapgh]
For an overview about those 21 students leaders of June 4, 1989, most wanted by a circular of Beijing Public Security Bureau in the immediate
aftermath of the crackdown, see [South China Morning Post 2].

China: Blocking of foreign online media outlets continued after Tiananmen Square anniversary

11 June 2019

(dql) In a latest signal of the Chinese government’s tightened grip on censorship and control over information on politically sensitive issues
online editions of The Washington Post and The Guardian have been blocked in China in the aftermath of last week’s 30th anniversary of the
crackdown of the student-led protest at Tiananmen Square on June 4, 1989.
In moves earlier last week, CNN’s website, usually accessible in China, appeared to be inaccessible after the publication of a story on the
protests on the day of the anniversary, while coverage on the Tiananmen square crackdown by Reuters were taken down. [ The Guardian] [Quartz]
[Tech Crunch]
Compared with past years, China’s internet authorities this year have intensified censorship efforts ahead of June 4 using powerful software
able to block over 10,000 web domains and artificial intelligence algorithms to track VPNs. Users of WeChat, China’s most popular social media
service with estimated 900 million daily active users, were prohibited from posting keywords or pictures related to the protests while Wikipedia
in all language versions has been blocked since April. So far, only the Chinese language Wikipedia edition had been banned. [ South China Morning
Post]

China: Huge demonstration against Hong Kong’s pending extradition law turns violent
(dql) Hundreds of thousands of people on Sunday staged a massive rally against Hong Kong’s extradition bill scheduled to pass the legislature
of China’s semi-autonomous region this week. The protest turned violent at midnight when demonstrators attempted to storm Hong Kong’s
parliament and clashed with police trying to prevent them from doing so. [Hong Kong Free Press]
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The highly contentious bill establishes a system for case-by-case fugitive transfers between Hong Kong and regions with which it does not
already have extradition agreements, including mainland China. Critics fear that the proposed law would open the door for extradition requests
of political nature from the Chinese government which the pro-Beijing Hong Kong government would not deny meeting. [The Guardian]
Defying these critics and the protest march, Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam refused to withdraw the bill insisting that it was necessary
“to uphold justice and also ensure that Hong Kong will fulfill her international obligations in terms of cross-boundary and transnational crimes”.
She further stressed that legally binding human rights safeguards were in place. [Aljazeera] [BBC]
For footage of the rally see [DW].
11 June 2019

China: Advancing space technology
(dql) Signaling the country’s advancement in space technology, China last week successfully launched its first rocket from a sea launch platform.
The Long March 11, a solid-propellant carrier rocket, lifted off from a mobile launch platform in the Yellow Sea carrying seven satellites into
600-kilometer altitude orbits. With this mission China becomes the third country to conduct an offshore rocket launch catching up to the USA
and Russia, and the first to do so from an indigenously launched platform since the platform used by the U.S. and Russia was created as a
collaboration between four nations. [Space News] [Futurism]
Meanwhile, a report of the Center for a New American Security, a Washington DC-based think tank specializing in the United States' national
security issues, warns that given “what the Chinese military has accomplished technologically in little more than two decades and what they
plan to do in the decades to come”, China “appears increasingly close to achieving technological parity with U.S. operational systems and has
a plan to achieve technological superiority.” The USA must “at least consider the possibility that the U.S. Joint Force is close to becoming the
victim of a deliberate, patient, and robustly resourced military-technical offset strategy” which includes industrial and technical espionage and
civil-military fusion, systems destruction warfare, attacking effectively first, “Assassin’s Mace” capabilities, and exploiting Artificial Intelligence
for Military Superiority. [Center for a New American Security]

China/Hong Kong: Third huge rally following suspension of contentious extradition bill
(dql) Following last week’s protests against the contentious extradition bill on the Hong Kong government on Sunday, June 9, [ AiR 2/6/2019]
and on Wednesday, at which protesters and police clashed as the former successfully prevented the bill’s second hearing, [DW] a third huge
rally took place in the city on Sunday, with a turnout of two million people, as claimed by the organizers.
The protesters took to the streets to express their dissatisfaction with the city government’s earlier announcement to indefinitely suspend the
bill [Youtube], failing to meet the protesters’ demand for completely scrapping of the bill. They also added new demands, including an
investigation into the police use of force during Wednesday’s clashes with protesters, the revocation of the official description of that protest
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as an illegal riot, which could expose anyone arrested during the violent demonstration to long jail terms, as well as the resignation of Hong
Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam whose latest move on Sunday evening, an apology to the public and a pledge to accept criticism, was rejected
as she failed to meet the above mentioned demands. [New York Times] [Hong Kong]
Meanwhile, Lam continues to enjoy the backing of Beijing. According to China’s Foreign Ministry the “central government will continue to
firmly support the chief executive and efforts by the government of the Special Administrative Region to govern according to law.” [ Channel
News Asia]
At the same time, the Chinese government has been blocking access to information on the protests in Hong Kong within China. Censorship
measures taken include: ‘Hong Kong’ entries in Baidu, the Chinese equivalent to Google, fail to deliver results for news on the protests; songs
sung at the rallies have been wiped out from online streamline services and posts in support of the demonstrations removed from Weibo,
China’s Twitter-like social media platform. Within China, users of WeChat, the country’s popular messaging app, are not able to send and share
photos and comments. [Bloomberg]
25 June 2019

China/Hong Kong: Protests against extradition bill continue
(dql) Dissatisfied with Hong Kong government conceding to only suspend the controversial extradition bill in face of the massive rallies in the
recent weeks [AiR 3/6/2019] protesters last week and on Monday blocked access to the city’s police headquarters and government buildings to
reassert their demands including the complete withdrawal of the bill, the retraction of the use of the word “riot” in reference to a protest on
June 12, the withdrawal of charges against those arrested in clashes that day, as well as an independent inquiry on what is viewed by the
protesters as excessive use of force by police on June 12. [BBC] [South China Morning Post]
In a latest development, plans were announced to submit on Wednesday petition letters at 19 foreign consulates calling on them to press
Chinese President Xi Jinping over Hong Kong issues at the upcoming G20 summit in Osaka on Friday and Saturday. [Hong Kong Free Press]
China’s foreign ministry, however, asserted that it will not allow Hong Kong to be on the table at the summit while reiterating its rejection of
foreign comments over the protests as interference in China’s domestic affairs. [CBC] [SCIO, in Chinese]
Echoing these claims, but without directly referring to the Hong Kong protests, Chen Yixin, China’s secretary general of the Central Political
and Legal Affairs Commission, the Communist Party’s top agency overseeing law enforcement and the judiciary, warned last week in an
editorial of the Study Times, a newspaper affiliated with the Central Party School, that as “our country is more and more progressing towards
the center of the global arena, imported risks increase day by day and have become the biggest external variable exerting influence on our
country’s security and stability”. To counter these risks, it is necessary to “resolutely strike down political rumors and harmful information on
the internet [and] to innovate and improve our work in guiding public opinion, and strictly guard against ‘black swan’ or ‘grey rhino’ public
opinion risks.” [CPC News, in Chinese]
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China: Former Interpol chief pleads guilty in bribery trial
(dql) On trial over corruption charges, former Interpol president Meng Hongwei confessed to taking bribes amounting to more than 2 million
USD. Meng, who was elected as Interpol president in 2016, was put under investigation in October last year and expelled from the Party and
stripped of all his positions in March this year. [South China Morning Post]

China: Xi grants prisoner amnesty ahead of anniversary of China’s founding

02 July 2019

(dql) The 70th anniversary of China’s founding is casting its shadows before. In order signed by himself Chinese President Xi Jinping has granted
amnesty to prisoners falling under nine categories of prisoners, including convicts who fought against the Japanese in World War Two, those
aged over 75 and with serious physical disabilities, or convicts who had previously been named model workers.
Corresponding to upholding the anti-corruption campaign, convicts of embezzlement and taking bribes, are excluded from the amnesty. The
same applies to prisoners sentenced for endangering national security. [South China Morning Post]
This year’s amnesty is the second under Xi Jinping’s rule after 2015 when prisoners were pardoned on the occasion of the end of the Chinese
Japanese war. Prior to Xi, only Mao Zedong granted amnesties.
02 July 2019

China: Christian underground church raided
(dql) According to China Aid, non-governmental Christian non-profit based in Midland, Texas, Chinese government authorities last week raided
a Christian underground church in the southern province of Guanxi and arrested the church’s leader and worshippers. [China Aid]
The move is the latest signal of a continued crackdown on underground churches which are not affiliated with state-run church organizations.
Meanwhile, the Holy See last Friday issued guidelines in response to requests from Chinese clergy to provide orientation with regards to the
civil registration of clergy with the Chinese government. The guidelines reflect the Vatican’s attempt to walk a fine line between its desire to
lift Chinese priests from the status of underground priests on the one side and securing Catholic doctrine among clergy in the face of increasing
state control over religions on the other. While the guidelines give advice under which circumstances clergy should register, they stress the “the
Holy See does not intend to force anyone’s conscience “, normal feature”. On the other hand, the Holy See understands "that the experience
of clandestinely is not a normal feature“ and views "registration […] as having the sole aim of fostering the good of the diocesan community
and its growth in the spirit of unity” while re-assuring that it “continues to ask that the civil registration of the clergy take place in a manner
that guarantees respect for the conscience and the profound Catholic convictions of the persons involved”. [ Asia News]
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China/Hong Kong: Protesters and police clash during rally on day of anniversary of Hong Kong’s return to China

02 July 2019

(dql) In another huge rally within weeks against the controversial extradition law of the Hong Kong’s government and against what is seen as
Beijing’s tightening grip on the city [AiR 4/6/2019], hundreds of thousands of protesters on Monday took to the streets in downtown Hong Kong
as the city government was conducting a ceremony to mark the 22nd anniversary of Hong Kong’s return to China. In the course of the largescale march a group of hundreds of protesters clashed with police after storming the city’s parliament at midnight. The police were able to
clear the parliament using tear gas to disperse the protesters.
In the early hours of Tuesday, Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam, who is under pressure over demands for a complete withdraw of the
extradition bill and her own resignation, condemned the violence and announced to take legal actions against offenders. [CBS] [Hong Kong Free
Press]
For footage of the storming of the parliament see [DW].

China/Hong Kong: Anti-extradition law protesters back on the streets again

09 July 2019

(dql) ln the latest of a series of protests against the currently suspended extradition law tens of thousands marched last Sunday again to
demand a complete withdrawal of the bill and the resignation of Hong Kong's Chief Executive Carrie Lam. [South China Morning Post] [Quartz]
In latest development, China's PLA declared that it will not interfere in Hong Kong's internal affairs. [Reuters]
09 July 2019

China: Surveillance app installed in mobile phone of Xinjiang travelers
(dql) According to findings of a group of media outlets China’s border authorities routinely install a surveillance app on smartphones
of travelers who enter Xinjiang by land from Central Asia. The app, which is installed when the phones are inspected, gathers personal data
from phones, including text messages and contacts, and also checks whether devices are carrying visual or auditory material which match any
of more than 73,000 items listed within the app’s code, including Islamic State publications, recordings of jihadi anthems and images of
executions. [New York Times] [The Guardian]
The findings underscore Xinjiang's transition into a police state where the government has been employing high-tech surveillance and
enormous manpower to monitor and subdue the area’s predominantly Muslim ethnic minorities.

16 July 2019

China: Critic of Communist Party arrested over terrorism allegations
(dql) Underscoring the Chinese government’s continued crackdown on political dissent, a prominent Chinese activist was detained early July
on suspicion of promoting terrorism. A former member of the now-defunct New Citizens Movement which called for democracy and
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government transparency, the activist has been known in particular for his public calls on officials to disclose their wealth in 2014 for which he
was sentenced to two years in jail in 2014. [Channel News Asia]
16 July 2019

China/Hong Kong: Anti-extradition bill marches continue
(dql) Violent clashes erupted between Hong Kong police and protesters at the end of yet another demonstration against the controversial
extradition bill on Sunday. According to local police and health officials, over 40 people were arrested during the clashes while 28 others sought
emergency medical treatment. Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam, whose resignation the protesters demand, described protesters who
fought with police over the weekend as "rioters", a move that is likely to raise tensions. [Aljazeera] [Channel News Asia]
The march was the protesters’ latest in a string of demonstrations since June 9 and the first major expression of public sentiment since Lam
declared the bill “dead” but stopped short of withdrawing it last week. [New York Times] [South China Morning Post]
In a latest development, hunger strikers led a march to Government House on Monday evening to demand a conservation with Chief Executive
Carrie Lam to urge her to “respond to the people”. The activists went on hunger strike two weeks ago. Their demands include a complete
withdrawal of the extradition bill, the creation of an independent body to investigate police behavior during the protests, the retraction of the
“riot” designation of the June 12 protests, as well as an unconditional release of all arrested protesters. [Hong Kong Free Press]

23 July 2019

China/Hong Kong: Anti-extradition bill protesters continue marching
(dql) Clashes between anti-extradition bill protesters and the police occurred at the end of another protest march in Hong Kong Sunday night
with the police using tear gas after protesters refused to disband. [CBS]
In a related development, subway commuters were attacked by masked assailants targeting pro-democracy demonstrators and leaving more
than 40 people injured. With regards to the attacks, the police is facing accusations of failing to protect the attacked after they arrived at the
crime only when the assailants had already left. [Reuters] [The Guardian]
On the other hand, hundreds of thousands on Saturday gathered to show solidarity and support for police, according to estimates of the
organizers of the gathering including 70 pro-Beijing figures who condemned the violence seen in some of the protest marches. [ South China
Morning Post 1]
In a latest development, Hong Kong police are reportedly trying to track down more than 700 core extradition bill protesters suspected of
being behind the recent violent confrontations. They include many students from high schools, post-secondary institutions and universities in
the city aged below 25. [South China Morning Post 2]
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Meanwhile, Taiwan’s government has pledged to provide assistance to dozens of Hong Kong protesters who were involved in the storming of
the Hong Kong’s parliament on July 1 and had fled to the island. The move, likely to infuriate Beijing, comes as Taiwan gears up for a presidential
election where a Cross-Strait relations will be a decisive issue. [Quartz]
23 July 2019

China: Government reassures safe pensions
(dql) In a move aimed at dispersing fears that the government - following research findings of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences - might
not be able to secure pensions after 2035 in the face of a rapidly aging population and a shrinking labor force, the Ministry for Human Resources
and Social Security announced that the country’s state pension fund surplus stood at more than 726.7 billion USD in the first half of 2019 and
reassured that the amount would be sufficient for more than 18 months of payments. It also confirmed the transfer of 10% of government
holdings in state-owned firms to pension funds starting from this year. [Reuters]

China/Hong Kong: Continued protests and first official briefing from Beijing
(dql) For the eighth consecutive weekend, tens of thousands of anti-extradition bill protesters on Sunday took to the streets in Hong Kong,
with demonstrators and riot police clashing in several locations throughout the city. [The Guardian]
Earlier, on Friday, estimated 15.000 protesters occupied part of Hong Kong International Airport, in a move to rally overseas support against
extradition bill, while on Saturday protesters defied a ban and staged a march in the town of Yuen Long where protesters had been attacked
by suspected triad gang members a week ago. The march turned violent as police dispersed the crowd. [South China Morning Post] [BBC] [AiR No.
30, July/2019]
Meanwhile, Beijing, for the first time since the beginning of the protest in early June, has come up with an official statement on Monday in
which it accuses a “minority of radicals” of gravely damaging Hong Kong’s prospering stability, challenging the city’s rule of law and societal
structure, threatening the safety of the citizens’ life and property as well as questioning the principle of “once country, two systems”. It also
praises the city’s police amid heavy public criticism over allegations of excessive force used against anti-government protesters while, at the
same time, it firmly re-assured that “Hong Kong is China’s Hong Kong, Hong Affairs are Chinese domestic politics”, denouncing interference
from foreign forces which aim to “mess up Hong Kong […] to check and contain China’s development.” [Hong Kong and Macao Affairs Office, in
Chinese]
In the latest development, protesters disrupted Hong Kong's Mass Transit Railway (MTR) services on Tuesday morning. [Aljazeera]
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China: Prominent Chinese cyber-dissident jailed
(dql) A Chinese court sentenced a prominent human rights activist and founder of “64 Tianwang”, a news website that covers human rights
abuses and protests in China and is blocked in China, to 12 years imprisonment for leaking state secrets.
The 2004 awardee of the Cyber-Freedom Prize by Reporters Without Borders and 2016 Press Freedom Prize, had already been sentenced
several times for his government-critical work, including posting articles of other covering the crackdown of 1989's Tiananmen Square prodemocracy protests for which he became the first person to be put on trial for internet crimes in China in 2003. [South China Morning Post] [BBC]
His sentence follows verdicts against two other activists running human rights websites in December and January respectively. [New York Times]

China: Former premier with decisive role in 1989 Tiananmen crackdown dies at 90

30 July 2019

(dql) Last week, former premier Li Peng, who declared martial law ahead of 1989 crackdown of the Tiananmen square student-led protests,
died at 90. While berated by many as “Butcher of Beijing” for his role in the crackdown, he is hailed by state media as an "outstanding
proletarian revolutionary, politician and leader of the state and party" who “during the political storm” of spring 1989 “took decisive measures
to stop the turmoil and stabilized the situation within the country”. [BBC] [Xinhua, in Chinese]

China: Courts ‘biased’ towards state giants due to political pressure, study shows

30 July 2019

(dql) According to findings of Chinese University of Hong Kong, the Chinese judiciary disclosed details of only 37% of cases involving stateowned enterprises (SOEs) in a sample of mandated disclosures covering close to 5,400 cases between 2008 and 2016 while 63% of legal cases
involving such SOEs were suppressed by the government, in violation of a requirement of the Supreme People's Court for such disclosures
since 2014.
The research results highlight that this "special type of judicial favoritism" aims to protect SOEs and firms located in the provinces in which the
courts operate and where this kind of favouritism occurs comparatively often in the year before the promotion of their party secretaries who
want to avoid bad work performance record which could threaten their career advancement. [Business Insider] [South China Morning post]

China/Hong Kong: Citywide strike at the peak of a three-day violent unrest
(dql) Tensions between anti-extradition law protesters and the city government continue to rise in the wake of the ninth consecutive weekend
of unrest which again ended up with violent clashes between protesters and the police.
Kicking off on Saturday, three days of protest begun with a protest march followed by the occupation of a major shopping district and other
central areas on Sunday. On Monday, a citywide strike, reportedly participated by at least 14,000 people from over 20 sectors, brought parts
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of the city to a standstill as railway lines, including the airport express, were fully or partly shut and flights cancelled. [ Bloomberg] [New York
Times] [Aljazeera]
In an earlier blow to the city government, Hong Kong civil servants staged a rally on Friday night urging the government to give in to the
protesters’ demands. [South China Morning Post]
In a first public appearance in two weeks, Hong Kong’s Chief Executive Carrie Lam – whose resignation is among the demands of the protesters
– condemned the latest moves of the protesters as going beyond demands related to the extradition bill and as “unlawful actions challeng[ing]
national sovereignty and threaten[ing] One Country, Two Systems” that “will destroy Hong Kong’s prosperity and stability.” She, furthermore,
refused to step down. [Hong Kong Free Press] [The Week]
Meanwhile, according to a White House administration official, reported in New York Post, China has congregated “forces on Hong Kong’s
borders”. The report, however, fails to provide evidence for this claim. [New York Post]
On the other side, the commander of the PLA Hong Kong garrison, speaking to Hong Kong officials and foreign diplomats at the garrison’s
Central Barracks to mark the PLA’s 92nd anniversary, warned that “China’s sovereignty and the ‘one country, two systems’ framework must
not be challenged” and that “[o]ngoing violence and rioting would not be tolerated”, while the Foreign Ministry described the Hong Kong
protest as being “somehow the work of the U.S.” and reiterated that “the Chinese government will never allow any outside forces to intervene
in Hong Kong affairs, still less allow any attempt of outside forces to disrupt Hong Kong."” [Newsweek] [Asia Times] [China Military]
06 August 2019

China: Cartoonist arrested for 'unpatriotic' drawings
(dql) Police detained a Chinese cartoonist accused of insulting the country by depicting Chinese people as pigs in more than 300 cartoon
drawing. She is also accused of being “jingri” (spiritually Japanese), a description of people in China who, despite their unquestionable Chinese
national and ethnic heritage, identify themselves and want to be seen as Japanese. [Inkstone]

06 August 2019

China: High profile corruption case
(dql) The former chairman of China Development Bank (CDB) who held this post from April 2013 until September last year is being investigated
for “a serious disciplinary violation”. His case is the latest in a string of cases involving high ranking financial officials recently caught in the anticorruption campaign in the financial sector, including the ex-chairman of the giant state-owned China Huarong Asset Management and the exhead of China Insurance Regulatory Commission. [South China Morning Post]
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China/Hong Kong: Protesters shut down airport amid Beijing’s efforts to mobilize Hong Kong’s business community

13 August 2019

(dql) The 10th consecutive weekend of protest marches in Hong Kong once again saw violent clashes between police and protesters.
Furthermore, protesters staged a major sit-in at the city’s airport resulting in serious disruption of airport operations and the cancellation of
all flights departing from Hong Kong on Monday. [Yahoo News] [Asia Times]
Earlier last week, thousands of Hong Kong's lawyers took to the streets to press the city’s Department of Justice to respond to allegations of
politically motivated prosecution, referring to dozens of protesters arrested in the course of the protests. [The Guardian]
Beijing, meanwhile, in a briefing on Monday condemned petrol bomb attacks on several police stations at the weekend and described them
as “first signs of terrorism”. [Newsweek]
In an earlier move, widely seen as an attempt to exert pressure on the city’s business community to distance itself from the protests, China’s
Civil Aviation Administration on Friday issued an order demanding Hong Kong’s flag carrier Cathay Pacific to stop aircrew who participated in
and supported “illegal protests” and “violent attacks” and “behaved in an extreme way” from operating flights to mainland China or using
Chinese airspace. [Civil Aviation Administration, China, in Chinese] [South China Morning Post 1] Bowing to Beijing’s pressure, Cathay Pacific on
Monday warned that employees involved in illegal protests would face dismissal. [ CNN]
In a related development, Beijing gathered hundreds of business leaders and pro-Beijing MPs from Hong Kong at a meeting in Shenzhen to
discuss the situation in the city and urged them to organize pro-government rallies. [South China Morning Post 2]
13 August 2019

China: Surge in arrests of foreign teacher, report says
(dql) Reuters reports on soaring numbers of foreign teachers arrested and deported in the first half of 2019 for minor crimes, citing law firms
receiving requests of affected people for legal representation as well as data obtained from teachers and schools. It is believed that the sharp
increase of detentions of foreigner working in the education field reflects a push of the government for a more patriotic education system in
China. [Reuters]

China: Amazon faces accusations of pressuring schoolchildren to work overnight to produce technical devices, report says
(dql) According to a report of New York-based non-government organization China Labor Watch Chinese teenagers, aged between 16 and 18,
were forced to work overtime and nights shifts to produce Amazon's smart-speaker devices in a factory in the southern city of Henyang which
belongs to Foxconn, a supplier of Amazon. Amazon confirmed that it is investigating the alleged breach of Chinese labor law. [China Labor Watch]
[The Guardian]

49

13 August 2019

Meanwhile, the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), an American independent non-profit, non-governmental organization, has called for
the immediate release of three Chinese labor journalist and editors of a labor news outlet. They have been arrested on charges of "picking
quarrels and provoking trouble". CPJ has denounced their arrest as "unjust" and as "retaliatory treatment" of the journalists' reporting on labor
issues in China. [CPJ] [Voice of America]
20 August 2019

China/Hong Kong: First peaceful protest since weeks
(dql) At the weekend, hundreds of thousands of protesters again took to the streets in Hong Kong to demonstrate against the suspended
extradition bill signaling a continued broad support for the protest movement among the city’s population. While the protest organizers
claimed that 1.7 million people participated in the march, the police put the number at 120,000. Different from the protests in the past weeks,
this weekend’s march remained peaceful. [CNN]
In a separate rally, tens of thousands of people marched on Saturday to express support for the police, with some waving Chinese flags. [Hong
Kong Free Press]
For an account on how Hong Kong’s police over the past weeks reached at a position of strength following wide criticism by the public see
[South China Morning Post].
Meanwhile, video footage has shown members of China’s paramilitary People’s Armed Police and the regular police holding a drill in Shenzhen
across from Hong Kong. The exercise is widely seen as threat against the anti-extradition bill protesters whereas Beijing denied any direct
relation to Hong Kong. [Reuters]
In another development, indicating growing pressure from China, Twitter and Facebook announced that they have suspended and removed
accounts, pages and groups alleged to be part of a Chinese government-backed campaign or China-originated network aiming to sow political
discord in Hong Kong and to undermine “the legitimacy and political positions of the protest movement on the ground.” [ The Verge]

20 August 2019

China’s internet censorship: Beijing set to soften VPN stance
(dql) In an attempt to attract foreign investment, the city of Beijing has announced plans to permit investments of overseas firms in virtual
private network (VPN) services with a 50% cap of foreign ownership within a trial zone by the end of the year.
The move signals a shift in China’s internet policy, as Chinese authorities in the past imposed stringent laws around VPN products and services,
even jailing those who dared to sell VPNs in the country illegally, to uphold a very restrictive filtering system. Currently, China blocks access to
135 of the world’s top 1,000 websites, including Google, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, with individuals and organizations only able to access
the internet through channels provided by the government. [Tech Radar] [Tech Nadu]
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Meanwhile, Chinese authorities have detained a former journalist accused of "picking quarrels and provoking troubles". He became notable
after calling on the US to help "tear down" Beijing's online censorship regime during a 2014 meeting with then US-Secretary of State John
Kerry. [Channel News Asia]

China/Hong Kong: Beijing steps up rhetoric after violent protest at the weekend

27 August 2019

(dql) During the protests at the weekend – the 12th straight weekend of protests – violence broke out after a smaller group of protesters broke
away from the day's main police-approved march attacking police officers with bricks, metal poles, and petrol bombs. The police responded
with tear gas and usage of a water cannon. [CNN]
A political solution is not yet in sight, as protesters last week rejected Hong Kong Executive Chief Carrie Lam’s proposal for a "platform for
dialogue with people from all walks of life" as well as her offer to have overseas experts participating in a fact-finding study of police conduct
during the protests conducted by the Independent Police Complaints Council (IPCC). [Straits Times] The IPCC is a civilian body of the Government
of Hong Kong, tasked with monitoring the review by the Complaints Against Police Office (CAPO) of complaints against members of the Police
Force. It reports directly to the of office Executive Chief and has been criticized for being staffed with pro-government members. [The Guardian]
Lam, for her part, refused to accept the protesters demands including a formal withdrawal of the extradition bill, amnesty for
detained protesters, an independent inquiry into the use of police force against protesters, and democratic reforms. [Coconut]
Meanwhile, Beijing is gearing up its rhetoric on the protest. In a commentary, published by China’s state news agency the protests in Hong
Kong are described as a “color revolution” whose “intention is to radically destroy the constitutional system and order of the special
administrative region. This cannot be tolerated and must be punish according to law”. Similarly, the former deputy director of the Hong Kong
and Macao Affairs Office and current head of the semi-official Chinese Association of Hong Kong and Macau Studies spoke of “a decisive battle
between upholding and destroying ‘one country, two systems’. [Xinhua, in Chinese] [Takungpao, in Chinese] [South China Morning Post]

China/Hong Kong: Students boycott school and university after violent protest weekend
(dql) Defying a government ban, anti-government protesters took to the streets in Hong Kong’s city center for the 13th consecutive weekend
of protests. In the course of the protest violence erupted Saturday night as police and protesters faced off in the worst clashes since
demonstrations began in the city in June. [CNN]
On Sunday afternoon thousands of demonstrators converged on the airport, blocking access to the world’s third busiest airport by passenger
numbers, before police intervened and dispersed the crowd. [Aljazeera]
In a latest development, thousands of students on Monday boycotted the first day of the new term to hold rallies and protest against the now
shelved, yet not formally withdrawn extradition bill, adding new pressure on embattled Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam and her
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government which, however, continues to be backed by Beijing, according to statements of China’s Foreign Ministry on Sunday. [ The Guardian]
[Sohu, in Chinese]
Meanwhile, during his visit to Hong Kong-neighbouring Guangdong province China’s Public Security Minister Zhao Kezhi called on the country’s
police to “be on high alert for all kinds of subversive infiltration and sabotage activities, and resolutely crack down on all violent and terrorist
activities” and “do an excellent job in safeguarding our ‘southern gate’” alluding to Hong Kong and its protest’s possible influence on
Guangdong province. [South China Morning Post]
03 September 2019

China expels Wall Street Journal reporter
(dql) Last week, Chinese authorities denied renewal of press credentials for a Wall Street Journal foreign correspondent known for this critical
coverage of Chinese domestic and foreign policies. The move, which effectively forces the journalist to leave the country due to the ensuing
non-renewal of his visa, comes weeks after the journalist co-authored a report on ongoing investigations of Australian law enforcement and
intelligence agencies into a naturalized Australian cousin of President Xi over alleged money laundering and high-stakes gambling. [Wall Street
Journal]

China/Hong Kong: Protesters call for US support amid Lam's announcement of withdrawal of extradition bill
(dql) Despite Hong Kong leader Carrie Lam's announcement that controversial extradition bill will be withdrawn last Wednesday, antigovernment protesters again took to the streets this weekend. Leading protest figure Joshua Wong criticized that the withdrawal was “too
little too late” and insisted that Lam has to accept all demands including a stop of prosecution of protesters, the retraction of the designation
of protesters as rioters, an independent inquiry into police conduct and free election. [ Hong Kong Free Press][BBC]
The 14th consecutive weekend of anti-government protests saw again multiple clashes between police and protesters. In the course of the
march protesters, waving US flags, gathered near the US consulate to call for the passage of the amendment bill to the US ‘Hong Kong Policy
Act of 1992’. Among others, the bill which is currently moving through the US Congress calls for sanctions against officials in mainland China
and Hong Kong suppressing freedoms in the semi-autonomous Chinese territory, as well as for an annual assessment of the status of Hong
Kong’s autonomy as basis on which to decide whether or not to grant Hong Kong special trade and business privileges. [ South China Morning
Post] [Quartz] For the text of the bill see [Congressional-Executive Commission on China].
The Chinese state-run newspaper Global Times denounced the bill as “deep intervention in Hong Kong affairs” insisting that “China has the
ability to move forward getting rid of US interference. […] The city's future will depend on how strong China is, and not on US attitude toward
Hong Kong.” [Global Times]
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Echoing recent assertive statements of Beijing on the protests in Hong Kong [AiR No. 36, September/2019] [No. 35, August/2019], President Xi
Jinping, meanwhile, urged in a speech at the Central Party School last week young and middle-aged party officials to “fight and overcome with
determination any risks and challenges harming the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party and the socialist system, China's sovereignty,
security, and development interests, the core and fundamental interests of the country and the people, or the realization of the two centenary
goals and the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation.” [Xinhua, in Chinese]
17 September 2019

China/Hong Kong: Another violent weekend of protest
(dql) In the latest round of anti-government protests at the 15th straight weekend of unrest, Kong Kong police and protestors clashed outside
a main government building on Sunday, after the latter defied a police ban by marching through the central business district where police used
water cannon, tear gas and rubber bullets against protesters who blocked roads and threw petrol bombs. [ Reuters]
Earlier on Saturday, anti-government protesters also clashed with pro-Beijing supporters who waved Chinese flags, sang the national anthem
and cheered on riot police underscoring a trend in recent weeks in which pro-China groups have become more vocal in supporting the Hong
Kong government and the police. [Aljazeera] [ABC]
Meanwhile, hundreds of social work students and social workers on Monday took to the streets to rally against what they see as disregard of
the role of Hong Kong’s social workers by the police, after at least 14 of them, who have mediated in clashes with anti-government protesters
over the past three months, have been arrested. [ South China Morning Post]
In a latest development, Hong Kong’s embattled Chief Executive Carrie Lam announced to kick-start next week an official program of dialogue
with up to 200 randomly selected citizens next week, in an attempt to reconnect with the public in order to resolve the political crisis. [Hong
Kong Free Press]

17 September 2019

China: Nationwide loyalty test for Chinese journalists to be introduced
(dql) According to a South China Morning Post report, Chinese state media journalists are set to undergo a nationwide examination testing
their loyalty to President Xi Jinping which will be held after ‘pilot test’ in October.
To be taken by around 10.000 reporters and editors from China’s 14 state-run online media outlets, the test will consist of five sections with
one containing questions on President Xi Jinping’s political thought. Only those passing the text will have their press passes updated. [South
China Morning Post]
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China/Hong Kong: First government/citizen dialogue session announced amid escalating protests

24 September 2019

(dql) Protests in Hong Kong continue with no signs of abating as demonstrators took to the streets for the 16th consecutive weekend of unrest
and tensions escalating a week ahead of the 70th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China. Riot police responded with
teargas, pepper spray and bean bag rounds on protesters to protesters vandalizing metro stations and setting improvised barricades on fire.
[CNN]
Meanwhile, Hong Kong’s Chief Executive on Monday announced the official launch of the dialogue platform between government and citizens,
aimed at paving the way for a resolution of the crisis through dialogue. The first session is slated for Thursday this week to which 150 people
from the community will be invited based on computer lot drawing from a total of more than 20000 people who had registered for the meeting.
[China.Org]
24 September 2019

China: Increased government oversight of companies
(dql) In a latest sign of tighter ties between state and private sector in China, the Hangzhou city government is assigning officials to local
companies to “coordinate the resolution of any government affairs and to open the information and communication flow.” Targeted by what
the city government calls ‘New Manufacturing Industry Plan” are the city’s largest 100 enterprises, including Alibaba and automaker Geely.
[The Paper, in Chinese]
For a critical view on this move raising concerns over increased state control over companies see [Forbes] and [Financial Times].

24 September 2019

China: Nationwide loyalty test for Chinese journalists to be introduced
(dql) According to a South China Morning Post report, Chinese state media journalists are set to undergo a nationwide examination testing
their loyalty to President Xi Jinping which will be held after ‘pilot test’ in October.
To be taken by around 10.000 reporters and editors from China’s 14 state-run online media outlets, the test will consist of five sections with
one containing questions on President Xi Jinping’s political thought. Only those passing the text will have their press passes updated. [ South
China Morning Post]

01 October 2019

China/Hong Kong: Violent protests ahead of PRC’s 70th anniversary
(dql) Ahead of the 70th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic on Tuesday, Hong Kong last weekend witnessed again violence
and chaos, as police resorted to teargas, rubber bullets, pepper spray and water cannon to respond to protesters who threw bricks and petrol
bombs and started street fires on Sunday. [Reuters]
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According to South China Morning Post, over 100 protesters were arrested at this weekend, the 17th weekend of unrest which also marked
the fifth anniversary of the start of the 2014 “Umbrella” protests. [South China Morning Post 1]
On Monday, police arrested three prominent activists suspected of conspiracy to storm Hong Kong’s legislature building on July 1 which marked
Hong Kong’s return to Chinese rule in 1997. [South China Morning Post 2]
In a latest development, protesters took to the streets on Tuesday, calling for Oct. 1 to be designated a “Day of Grief”. [ CBS News]
Earlier last Thursday, Hong Kong’s embattled Chief Executive Carrie Lam faced critical group of people at a public dialogue with some 130
people, initiated by the government as part of a series of meetings in an attempt to reconnect with society and mitigate public anger. Of the
30 participants given a chance to speak, about a dozen called for an independent inquiry into the police’s use of force while others urged the
government to accept all five demands including, apart from independent inquiry, withdrawing of the extradition bill, retracting the
classification of protesters as “rioters” in the context of the 12 July protests, amnesty for arrested protesters, and universal suffrage for both
the Legislative Council and the Chief Executive. [Straits Times]

China: 70th anniversary of PRC founding celebrated with massive military parade

01 October 2019

(dql) The Chinese government on Tuesday, Oct. 1, celebrated the 70th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China with a
massive military parade in Beijing displaying the country’s latest military technology. The parade reportedly involved 160 aircraft and 580
pieces of military equipment, as well as 15,000 military personnel. [Xinhua 1] [Xinhua 2]
Among the showcased weapons was a new hypersonic ballistic nuclear missile of which analysts believe that it is capable of breaching all
existing anti-missile shields deployed by the United States and its allies. [Aljazera]
Less spectacular was President Xi Jinping’s speech in which he expressed confidence that “today a socialist China stands rock-firm in the East
of the world," and that "there is no force that can shake the position of our great country, no force that can obstruct the advancing of the
People’s Republic of China.” He added that “on the path forward we have to adhere to the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, […],
and comprehensively carry out and implement the Party’s fundamental theory, guidelines and strategy.” Addressing Hong Kong, Xi stressed
that ‘one country, two systems’ must be strengthened and Hong Kong’s long-term prosperity and stability preserved.” [CNWest, in Chinese]

China/Hong Kong: Long weekend of violence in the wake of new anti-mask law
(dql) In an attempt to quell escalating violence in the city, Hong Kong’s government last week invoked the colonial-era Emergency Regulations
Ordinance (ERO) for the first time since half a century to put into effect on Saturday a law banning masks during public assemblies. According
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08 October 2019

to the law people concealing their face in meetings and marches, including lawful ones, in a way that prevent identification, commit a criminal
offense punishable by one year of imprisonment. [Hong Kong Free Press] [Inkstone News]
Chief Executive Carrie Lam justified the move with its “deterrent effect” against violent behavior which would help police officers to fulfill their
duties. In response to critics fearing last week’s invocation of the ERO would open the door for more draconian regulations, Lam announced
on Tuesday that the government is not considering to use emergency powers for introducing further laws. But she also did not rule out a
possible intervention by Beijing, telling reporters that "if the situation becomes so bad, then no options can be ruled out if we want Hong Kong
to at least have another chance," adding that she "cannot tell you categorically now under what circumstances we will do extra things,
including calling on the central government to help." [CNBC] [South China Morning Post 1] [Deutsche Welle]
The 1922 ERO allows the chief executive to impose any measures necessary “in the public interest” on occasions of emergency or public danger.
[Hong Kong Government]
Expressing their anger against this move and defying the law, masked protesters from Friday to Monday took to the streets in Hong Kong, with
radical groups again clashing with police. The protests left banks and stores associated with mainland China vandalized, government buildings
and train stations trashed, while police were targeted with petrol bombs. Police responded with tear gas and baton-charged the crowds. [South
China Morning Post 2]
In a first direct interaction with forces of the People’s Liberation Army in four months of anti-government demonstrations, a crowd of a few
hundred shone lasers at barracks of the PLA in Kowloon district. [Reuters]
Meanwhile, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad was outspoken in recommending Hong Kong's embattled leader Lam to step down
saying at a conference in Kuala Lumpur: “Her conscience says that the people of Hong Kong are right in rejecting the law but, on the other
hand, she knows the consequences of rejecting the law. […] But for the administrator, I think, the best thing to do is resign." [ Channel News Asia]
15 October 2019

China/Hong Kong: Rally for U.S. Bill Supporting City’s Autonomy
(dql) Following another violent protest weekend, tens of thousands of pro-democracy protesters rallied on Monday in Hong Kong to call for
Washington to pass the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act. The bill, if passed, will impose penalties upon Hong Kong and mainland
Chinese officials found guilty of infringing upon “basic freedoms” in the city, including freeze of their US-based assets and denial of entry into
the US. Apart from that it would require Washington to review whether the Hong Kong should continue to enjoy economic and trade privileges
under the 1992 US-Hong Kong Policy Act. [Hong Kong Free Press]
For the Act see [House.Gov]
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Meanwhile, China's state broadcaster CGTN cited Chinese President Xi Jinping saying during his visit to Nepal on Sunday: "Anyone attempting
to split China in any part of the country will end in crushed bodies and shattered bones," adding that “[…] any external forces backing such
attempts dividing China will be deemed by the Chinese people as pipe-dreaming!” [Reuters]
15 October 2019

China: On Beijing’s ‘data-driven power expansion’
(dql) A recently released policy brief claims that China is “engag[ing] in data collection on a massive scale” aimed to “support its efforts to
shape, manage and control its global operating environment, and to generate cooperative and coercive tools of control.” It cites Global Tone
Communications Technology Co. Ltd, a subsidiary of a Chinese state-owned enterprise supervised by Central Propaganda Department. The big
data and AI company collects data from around the world in more than 65 languages and claims that just one of its platforms harvests “10
terabytes of data per day (equivalent to 5 trillion words of plain text) as part of its ‘cross-language big data’ business, and 2–3 petabytes
annually (equivalent to 20 billion photos on Facebook).“ [ASPI]

15 October 2019

China: Government destroying Uighur graves, satellite images reveal
(dql) According to an analysis, based on satellite images, the Chinese government has, exhumed and flattened at least 45 Uighur cemeteries
since 2014, including 30 in the past two years.
While official explanation includes reconstruction and standardization, critics see in the destruction of cemeteries an attempt to eradicate
Uighur history and identity. [Asia Times]

22 October 2019

China/Hong Kong: Unrest continues
(dql) Anti-government protests on Sunday and on Monday went violent as Hong Kong endured the 20th consecutive weekend of unrest. [New
York Times] [South China Morning Post]
Signaling continuing discontent with embattled Hong Kong leader Carrie Lam, opposition lawmakers earlier last week thwarted her annual
address at the first session of the city’s legislature since the start of the protest in June forcing her to resort to a pre-recorded speech in which
she reiterated her commitment to “One country, two systems” and rejection of demands for Hong Kong’s independence. In a subsequent press
conference Lam also denied electoral reforms for the city, one of the five core demands of protesters. [BBC]
Meanwhile, referring to the growing violence of the protests Beijing accused foreign forces of “encouraging this sort of violence in the streets
with the aim of destabilising Hong Kong, sowing chaos… to wipe out the historic progress made since the one-country-two-systems policy was
applied.” [Hong Kong Free Press
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China/Hong Kong: Police shift to early intervention tactics in curbing protesters' violence

29 October 2019

(dql) Amid violence during last weekend’s protest rally [Reuters], the Hong Kong police admitted at a press conference on Monday that, in order
to curb violence in the city, they have switched to more aggressive tactics of early intervention, including intercepting masks-wearing or blackdressed during stop-and-search operations in MTR stations, on the streets and in targeted vehicles. The police also announced that front line
staff are now wearing white tags allowing identification of their unit and section. [ South China Morning Post]
In an earlier development last week, Hong Kong’s legislature formally withdrew the extradition bill that prompted the ongoing protests while
Hong Kong’s High Court issued an interim injunction on a Department of Justice’s request to help protect police from doxxing by banning the
publication of personal information and photographs of police officers and their families without their consent. Rights activists raised concerns
over this “serious restriction of freedom of expression.” [BBC] [Quartz] [Deutsche Welle]
Meanwhile, pro-democracy activist Joshua Wong has been banned from running in the upcoming district council elections on 24 November
citing his advocacy of Hong Kong’s ‘self-determination’ as a breach of electoral laws of the city. Wong denounced his disqualification as
“political screening and censorship.”[Hong Kong Free Press]
29 October 2019

China set to crack down on manipulated economic data
(dql) In an attempt to clamp down on submission of fraudulent economic data, the Chinese government has announced a reform of the
country's current statistics law. According to the bill released last week, harsher punishments will be introduced for local leaders, mayors and
governors if found guilty of cheating.
The move comes amid growing skepticism over the credibility of official economic data in China. New figures for China’s 6% economic growth
in the third quarter of this year released by the National Bureau of Statistics’ were challenged by an outspoken Chinese economist citing an
increase of government revenue of 3% from a year earlier and a drop in corporate profits from January to August to 1.7%. [South China Morning
Post]

29 October 2019

China's new cryptography law
(dql) China has passed a new cryptography law in a move to regulate the utilization and management of cryptography, to facilitate the
development of the cryptography business and to ensure the security of cyberspace and information, according to [ Reuters].
The law, effective on January 1, 2020, was endorsed on Saturday by the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress and came
shortly after President Xi Jinping’s urged the country to speed up research and investment into the development of blockchain technology to

58

allow China to “occupy a commanding position in innovation and gain new superiority in this industry”. [Xinhua 2, in Chinese] [South China Morning
Post]
The law is widely seen as paving the way for the roll out of China’s digital currency. [Technode] [beincrypto]

Hong Kong: Joshua Wong barred as candidate for District Council Elections

05 November 2019

(jk) Joshua Wong, Hong Kong's well-known pro-democracy activist, was barred last week from running in district council elections to be held
later in November. The number of candidates in local elections that are from the pro-democracy camp have increased in Hong Kong since the
beginning of the ongoing protests against the increasing control of the PRC government, but thus far, no other candidates have been banned.
Wong will not be able to stand in the elections for his "advocacy of self-determination" of Hong Kong which does not comply with
"requirements of the relevant electoral laws, since advocating or promoting ‘self-determination’ is contrary to the content of the declaration
that the law requires a candidate to make to uphold the Basic Law and pledge allegiance to the HKSAR,” according to a government statement.
Wong rose to the top of the pro-democracy movement in 2014 when he was part of the student leadership of the umbrella movement. To
him, his ban all but proves the PRC's manipulation of elections in Hong Kong. [Hong Kong Free Press] A number of District Council representatives
is also involved in the election of Hong Kong's Chief Executive from a pre-selected pool of candidates.
05 November 2019

PRC: China launches 5G in major cities
(jk) Three of China's big telecom companies started selling 5G plans starting at around 20 USD per month on November 1 [ Reuters]. The new
mobile phone networks are up to 100 times faster than before and the technology promises to support many new technological innovations
such as autonomous driving. China now has the largest commercially operating 5G network in the world, with country’s largest provider, China
Mobile, which has 900 million subscribers, saying it will be able to offer 5G services in over 50 cities this year. [ Al Jazeera]

05 November 2019

PRC: Beijing extends benefits for Taiwanese weeks before Taipei election
(jk) The PRC government has announced "26 measures" that will grant Taiwanese people and businesses more equal treatment with
mainlanders. The measures are designed to attract more people and business from Taiwan to the mainland but are being dismissed by the
government in Taipei's Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) as a mere attempt to buy political support ahead of the elections in January. A similar
package, containing 31 measures, was decided upon back in March, but according to the MAC, the measures had not been executed properly.
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Joseph Wu, Taiwan’s foreign minister, responded with a tweet, written in simplified Chinese: “China’s Taiwan Affairs Office came out with 26
measures and last year there were 31 – it looks like there are so many measures. But we in Taiwan do not need one country, two systems, so
there is really no need to be so polite. Giving your people more freedom is also good!” [Focus Taiwan, South China Morning Post]

PRC: CCP's Central Committee holds Fourth Plenum of the 19th Party Congress in Beijing

05 November 2019

(jk) The anticipated fourth plenum held in Beijing last week came to a conclusion, widely regarded as having focussed mainly on doubling down
on current developments and refrained from indicating any meaningful changes. Most importantly, as there was a lot of talk about changes in
leadership or even indications of who may follow Xi Jinping as President, no major changes occurred in the end.
By and large, the plenum focussed on the notion that the Party needs to lead everything and the advantages of the PRC’s system of socialism
with Chinese characteristics. [Sinocism, Radio Free Asia]
12 November 2019

China/Hong Kong: First protest-related death
(dql) Marking the first protest-related death, a Hong Kong student died on Friday from injuries stemming from falling from a building during
clashes between police and protesters earlier last week. [Washington Post]
Two other incidents during violent protests on Sunday and Monday in Hong Kong that left over 60 people injured further intensified the already
volatile situation in the city. While an anti-government protester was shot by police, a pro-Beijing supporter was doused in a flammable liquid
and set on fire after arguing with protesters. Both are in critical condition. [ BBC] [South China Morning Post]
Likely to also further the tensions between authorities and protesters, seven pro-democracy lawmakers were either detained or notified of
their pending arrest on charges of obstructing the local assembly during a raucous meeting over the now-withdrawn extradition bill in May.
Hong Kong's pro-democracy lawmakers denounced the move an as act of political vengeance and white terror. Other critics claimed that the
government is trying to foment fear and chaos aiming at the postponement of the District Council election which is set to be held on November
24 and in which pro-Beijing lawmakers are bracing for heavy defeats. [DW] [Hong Kong Free Press]

12 November 2019

China: World Bank to cut funding for educational project in Xinjiang
(dql) The World Bank announced that it would scale back development work in Xinjiang following speculation that 50 million USD loan for a
vocational education project granted in 2015 was linked to the funding of Muslim detention camps. While the World Bank said that its project
review launched in August could not substantiate those claims, which were first made in a Foreign Policy magazine report, its decision
to decrease the funding would be a precautionary measure, with the involved five schools coming under "enhanced supervision."
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China has been facing international criticism over its treatment of the Uighurs in the tightly-controlled northwestern Xinjiang region with rights
groups and experts claiming that over one million mostly Muslim ethnic minorities have been interned in re-education camps in
Xinjiang. [Channel News Asia]
12 November 2019

China set for its national crypto-currency?
(dql) China’s National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) last week took off bitcoin mining or other virtual currency mining activities
from a list of categories of industries to be eliminated in China. The new list will take effect from Jan 1, 2020. [ Coindesk]
The move indicates the Chinese government’s shift towards the introduction of a state-controlled crypto currency in China. [Decrypt]
In a related development, Global Times reports that China's State Administration of Foreign Exchange (SAFE) has broadened its pilot crossborder financing blockchain platform to cover 19 provinces and cities, up from nine since SAFE’s launch in March, with 6,370 transactions
processed and 6.8 billion USD worth of loans issued as of October. [Global Times]

19 November 2019

China/Hong Kong: University campuses become stage of violent protest
(dql) In the latest development of the unrest in Hong Kong, university campuses have become the stage of the city’s anti-government protests.
Last week clashes between protesters and police broke out at Chinese University of Hong Kong. Protesters threw bricks and petrol bombs at
police who in return used tear gas and rubber bullets. Since the weekend Hong Kong Polytechnic University having been occupied by radical
demonstrators. Up to 200 anti-government protesters are barricaded inside the university, surrounded by police. [New York Times] [South China
Morning Post] [BBC]
In a move that sparked controversy, PLA soldiers at the weekend appeared in the city for a clean-up operation. It was the first time troops
have been seen on the streets since the protests began in June. Pro-democracy activists raised concerns over the move interpreting it as
attempt of Beijing to intervene in the city’s affairs. [Hong Kong Free Press]
Amid the ongoing unrest, which is in its sixth month, the city’s government has announced that Hong Kong has entered recession for the first
time in a decade after the economy contracted for a second month in a row.
Meanwhile, in a blow to the Hong Kong government a court ruled the ban on face masks, which the government introduced last month after
invoking emergency legislation, unconstitutional. [Reuters] [Deutsche Welle]
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China: Leaked documents reveal insights into crackdown on Uighurs in Xinjiang

19 November 2019

(dql) New York Times reports that it has been leaked more than 400 internal documents of the Chinese Communist Party which reveal insights
into the policy and treatment of ethnic minorities in the Xinjiang region where China is facing accusations of a brutal crackdown on the country’s
Muslim minority including the detention of more than one million people in internment camps for the purpose of ideological re-education.
Among others, the documents contain a series of unpublished speeches of President Xi Jinping in which, according to the report, he called for
an "all-out 'struggle against terrorism, infiltration, and separatism' using the 'organs of dictatorship,' and showing 'absolutely no mercy'." The
leak also includes directives and reports on the surveillance and control of the Xinjiang Uighur population. [New York Times]
26 November 2019

China/Hong Kong: Pro-Beijing camp crushed in district elections
(dql) In a clear sign of Hong Kong’s citizens’ discontent with their government, Hong Kong’s district elections on Sunday, seen as a referendum
on the city’s government in the light of six months of protests, resulted in a landslide victory for the pro-democracy camp which won 17 out
of 18 district councils and at least 347 of the 452 seats. The elections scored a record turnout of 71% or close to three million voters compared
to 1.5 million in the previous elections.
Chief Executive Carrie Lam announced that the government would respect and reflect the results of the elections but stopped short of offering
concessions to the protesters’ demands including direct popular elections for Hong Kong’s leadership and legislature and an independent
investigation into police conduct against demonstrators. [The Independent] [Straits Times] [Nikkei Asian Review]
Meanwhile, according to New York Times, Beijing has established a crisis command center on the mainland side of the border to Hong Kong
and plans to sack the director of Liaison Office in Hong Kong, indicating dissatisfaction with the crisis management of the Office. [ New York
Times]
In an earlier development last week, the US House of Representatives passed the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act, a day after
the Senate’s passage of the Act. The Act, now up to US President to sign or veto, would require the State Department to annually review
whether Hong Kong retains enough autonomy in making decisions related to human rights, law enforcement and other areas to enjoy special
US trade treatment. Furthermore, it also would provide for sanctions against officials found responsible for human rights violations in Hong
Kong. [Hong Kong Free Press]
In response, China’s Foreign Ministry summoned the U.S. Ambassador to protest against the passage of the Act accusing the Congress of
interfering in an internal Chinese matter, while Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi at the G20 Foreign Ministers Meeting slammed Washington
for using domestic law to “‘crudely interfere’” in China’s internal affairs, trying to damage ‘one country, two systems’ and Hong Kong’s stability
and prosperity.” [Reuters] [CNBC]
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26 November 2019

China’s economy: Strong state sector to stay
(dql) Signaling that China is firmly maintaining its own model of an government-led economy, leading party officials, while acknowledging the
merits of the private sector, re-asserted that the country’s economy would continue to rely on state-owned enterprises to cope with
“international pressure and risks” and to play an important role in providing social responsibilities and "serving the national strategic goal".
[South China Morning Post 1] [South China Morning Post 2] [People's Daily, in Chinese]
The USA and European Union – China’s biggest trade partners – have repeatedly criticized Beijing for its failure to reform the state sector and
to allow the private sector to play a bigger role in the economy and foreign companies to access some industries dominated by state-owned
firms.

26 November 2019

China: Draft regulation on disclosure of cyber security threat information
(dql) The Cyberspace Administration of China is soliciting public opinions on its draft regulations on the disclosure of information about cyber
security threats. According to China’s top internet regulator, the regulations, released last week, aim at protecting information about cyber
security threats from being exploited to "endanger national security and public interest". Among others, it prescribes that cyber security
information which could be used to harm normal network operations or expose network vulnerabilities are not to be disclosed without prior
reporting to the police and local security departments.
The regulation has raised concerns that the requirement of reporting will lead to delays in notifying affected individuals and companies as well
as to limiting media coverage of cyber security dangers. [Technode] [South China Morning Post] [Xinhua, in Chinese]

03 December 2019

Hong Kong protests: Violence returns
(dql) Hong Kong's district elections last week [No. 48, November/2019, 4] saw violence pause for the first time in months of unrest. This past
weekend, however, clashes between protesters and police returned during a protest on Sunday in which the demonstrators reasserted their
five demands, among them universal suffrage for Hong Kong’s leader and legislature and an independent inquiry into alleged police brutality
during the protests. So far, the city’s government has only accepted one of those demands by withdrawing the extradition law. [ ABC].
In support of the protest movement, over 1,000 Hong Kong advertising workers on Monday staged a rally in the city to begin a week-long strike
to be held over lunchtime on each day until Friday. [Hong Kong Free Press]
In a latest development, pro-democracy lawmakers have presented a draft bill to amend the Hong Kong's Public Order Ordinance. It calls for
a change of the definitions of unlawful assembly and riot as well as for a reduction of the relevant punishments from maximum five years to
maximum six months for unlawful assembly and from maximum ten years to maximum three years for rioting. [South China Morning Post]
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03 December 2019

China: New regulation requires face scan for mobile phone registration
(dql) On 1 December a regulation of China’s Ministry of Industry and Information Technology of September has come into force requiring a
face scan of the customer when registering mobile phone services, in addition to providing a copy of the identity card.
According to the Ministry, the regulation is supposed to “protect the legitimate interest of citizens in cyberspace” by using artificial intelligence
and other technologies to secure that the faces of customers buying new SIM cards match their identity documents. Critics, however, have
raised concerns over a deepening of China’s already far-reaching surveillance regime. [South China Morning Post] [Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology, China, in Chinese]

Hong Kong protest: Mass rally followed by failure of planned citywide anti-government strike

10 December 2019

(dql) A day before the six-month anniversary of the anti-government protests and two weeks after the landslide victory of the pro-democracy
camp in the district elections [No. 48, November/2019, 4], hundreds of thousands of protesters took to the streets on Sunday in Hong Kong to
continue pressing the city’s government to fulfill their five demands including full withdrawal of the anti-extradition bill; an independent
investigation of police conduct; retracting the riot charges against protesters; amnesty for arrested protesters; and universal suffrage. The
protest organizers estimated a turnout of 800,000 while police said 183,000 joined the rally at its peak. [CNBC] [Reuters]
Meanwhile, a citywide strike planned for Monday to mark the six-month anniversary of the anti-government protests fell through as protesters
stayed home ignoring the call for the demonstration of which the organizers said it would paralyze the city. [South China Morning Post]
In an earlier development, last week a motion to remove Chief Executive Carrie Lam on grounds of dereliction of duty failed to obtain the
approval of the Legislative Council after a vote of 26 for to 36 against. Despite being crushed, the impeachment bid, initiated by lawmakers of
the pro-democracy camp, represents the politically most high-profile measure since the start of the protest in June. [Radio Free Asia]
10 December 2019

China: Regime-critical ex rights lawyer detained
(dql) Prominent former Chinese rights attorney Qin Yongpei, who is known for his frank criticism of the Chinese government on social media
and was disbarred last year, was arrested on suspicion of “inciting subversion of state power”. The move is widely seen as a sign of the
continued crack down on political dissent in China. [The News]
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China/Hong Kong: Lam reassured backing from Beijing while foreign experts quit cooperation in IPCC's investigation of police 17 December 2019
conduct during protests
(dql) In the first skirmishes since three weeks, anti-government protesters and police clashed on Sunday when masked youths targeted
shopping centers in Hong Kong and police responded with tear gas. [The Guardian]
Meanwhile, President Xi Jinping on Monday reassured his support for embattled Chief Executive Carrie Lam during a meeting with her on
Monday, praising her for “upholding the ‘one country, two system’ principle, governing according to the law and doing a work of great hardship
during the most serious and difficult time since Hong Kong returned to China,” adding that Lam’s demonstrated courage and performance of
one’s duty has received full acknowledgement of the Party’s Central Committee. [Xinhua, in Chinese]
In an earlier development last week, a panel of foreign experts hired to ensure the objectivity of an investigation into allegations of excessive
force by Hong Kong police during recent protests announced that it was stepping down citing a lack of authority and capabilities of the
Independent Police Complaints Council (IPCC), the city’s police watchdog, to conduct an independent probe. [ New York Times]
In response to the foreign experts’ move, Hong Kong’s Chief Secretary, the city’s No 2 official, announced that the government might review
the IPCC’s role after international. [South China Morning Post]
While the IPCC, whose inquiry is set to be delivered early next year, is responsible for overseeing the Commissioner of Police’s handling and
investigation of reportable complaints against the force, it currently has no power to summon witnesses or force police to provide evidence.
The set up of an independent agency to investigate police conduct during the protests is one of the five demands of the protesters which Lam
so far has refused to accept.
17 December 2019

China has highest number of imprisoned journalists in 2019, report says
(dql) China is facing another critical account of human rights. According to a report of the New York-based independent non-profit, nongovernmental organization Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), China has jailed the highest number of journalists in 2019, with 48 out of a
total of 250 worldwide and followed by Turkey with 46 and Eqypt and Saudi Arabia with 26. [CPJ]
Meanwhile, an inofficial survey has revealed appalling conditions of detention centers in China under which many detainees are held. [South
China Morning Post]
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China/Hong Kong: Rallies against crackdown on protest fundraising platform and in support of Xinjiang Uighurs

24 December 2019

(dql) Thousands took to the streets in Hong Kong on Monday after police froze 9 million USD in funds, raised to support the anti-government
protests, and arrested four people accused of misusing the fund to launder money last week. Ongoing police investigation focuses on Spark
Alliance, a non-profit online platform set up in 2016 which has been able to solicit millions of USD to support the protests. Spark Alliance
condemned the police actions as “smear tactics” by the police. [South China Morning Post] [Reuters]
In another rally on Sunday, hundreds of people joined a demonstration expressing their solidarity with the Uighurs in Xinjiang. A banner reading
“Today Xinjiang, tomorrow Hong Kong” was set up on the stage at the demonstration venue. [Hong Kong Free Press]
In an earlier development, motions to invoke special legislative powers to investigate alleged brutality of police in handling the protests were
voted down by the majority of pro-establishment lawmakers in the Legislative Council. The motions were initiated by pro-democracy
lawmakers and referred to the protest on June 12 when protesters attempted to disrupt the second reading of the now-withdrawn extradition
bill in the Legislative Council, resulting in the police firing hundreds of tear gas rounds, rubber bullets and beanbag rounds to disperse crowds.
[EJ Insight]
Meanwhile, Chinese President Xi Jinping, speaking at a ceremony held on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of Macau’s handover to Chinese
rule, reassured Beijing’s uncompromising stance against interference of foreign forces with Hong Kong and Macau, while praising Macau for
manifesting the “manifold shining points of ‘one country, two systems’” including love for China and a firmly established basic law. Xi's praise
for Macau is widely seen as a call upon Hong Kong to emulate Macau. [Asia Times] [Xinhua, in Chinese]
24 December 2019

China: Student flash mob protest against new Fudan University charter
(dql) A video clip of a flash mob of students at Shanghai’s Fudan University, one of China’s leading universities enjoying the reputation of one
of the country’s most liberal schools, draws attention to continued efforts of the Chinese Communist Party to tighten ideological control over
universities.
In the clip, which went viral on Chinese social media and was then censored, students are singing the Fudan University anthem which includes
a reference to “scientific independence” and “freedom of thought”. The students are widely seen as expressing their discontent over changes
to the University’s charter which came into effect in early December, according to a notice of the Ministry of Education last week. The changes
include – among others – the removal of the wordings “free thinking” and “academic independence”. The governance at the University, so far
in the hands of “teachers and students” and under “democratic management”, has been placed in the new version of the charter with the
“Chinese Communist Party Fudan University Committee” and its “chancellor”. [Reuters] [South China Morning Post] [Baidu, lyrics of Fudan
University anthem, in Chinese]
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China/Hong Kong: Protests continues into the New Year
(dql) In Hong Kong Christmas was marked by anti-government protests with protesters blocking roads, occupying shopping centers and
vandalizing businesses deemed to be sympathetic to the government. Riot police used tear gas and fired pepper balls to disperse the crowds.
[CNN]
Meanwhile, the city experiences protests on this New Year’s Eve facing more than 6000 police officers deployed to control them. [South China
Morning Post]
After more than seven months of unrest, protests are thus seamlessly continuing into the new year with a solution of the political crisis still
being unforeseeable as both sides seem unwilling to compromise.

31 December 2019

China to rewrite Bible, Quran and other religious books
(dql) The Chairman of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, China’s top legislative advisory body, confirmed last week an
order of the Communist Party of China in late November that requires the Bible, the Quran and other religious books to undergo editorial
revisions to ‘reflect socialist values.’ Paragraphs deemed contradicting beliefs of the Party will be amended or re-translated. [Daily Mail]
The move comes amid growing criticism over Beijing’s Uighur policy in Xinjiang and tightening ideological control over religion in the country
at large.
In a related development, Wang Yi, a Protestant pastor and founder of one of China’s largest unregistered churches who openly criticized the
Communist government, was sentence by a court to nine years in prison on charges of inciting subversion of state power and illegally operating
a business. [Amnesty International]
Wang was among dozens of churchgoers and leaders of the church detained by police in December 2018. Most were subsequently released.
[The Independent] [AiR 2/12/2018]

31 December 2019

China liberalizes draconian punishments for sex workers
(dql) China’s legislature scrapped the so-called “custody and education” punishment system, an extra-judicial system of forced labor under
which the police were allowed to hold sex workers and their clients without charge for up to two years. Prostitution, however, remains illegal
punishable with up to 15 days in detention and fines of maximum 5,000 yuan (715 USD). [Reuters]
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4. India
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Indian women protest over equality

09 January 2019

(jk) India has seen growing protests of women since the beginning of the year against the ban on women of menstruating age entering the
Sabarimala temple in the southern Indian state of Kerala. Traditionally, menstruating women in India are not supposed to enter Hindu temples
because they are deemed “unclean”. The temple in question however, is barring women altogether in a broad age group from 10-50 years and
is particularly strict with its access rules for all worshippers. [ Strait Times]. The country's Supreme Court has ordered the temple to lift the ban
last year [Economic Times], and the first three women have now been able to enter the temple – under police protection and heavy protests
and clashes, including from PM Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). [NPR, Indian Express]
The women who have managed to enter the despite the protests are now said to be in hiding [ VoA]. In a show of support, women across the
country have formed a 385 mile “wall of support” in which somewhere between 3 and 5 million women lined up and joined hands. While it is
being discussed whether it actually was a continuous line or whether there were any gaps, the signal is clear - with India headed for elections
this year, women want to raise gender equality as an issue. Hindu national and right-wing groups including the BJP are supporting the
protestors, while the opposition says it is of utmost importance to ensure that the court's orders are followed. [NPR II]

India: Government extends affirmative action ahead of elections, as Rahul Gandhi announces economic policies
(ls) With national polls just coming up in May, Indian prime minister Modi’s administration has pledged to extend a 10 percent quota for
government jobs and higher education places to groups including upper caste Hindus, who form the backbone of his support base. The
constitutional amendment, which was approved by the upper house of parliament and signed by the president within one week, extends a
measure designed to correct historic discrimination among so-called lower castes. [Bloomberg]
Job reservations were initially limited to Dalits (Scheduled Castes) and Adivasis (Scheduled Tribes). However, in the early 1990s, reservations
were expanded to encompass other lower caste groups (Other Backward Classes) as well. In 1992, the Supreme Court imposed the 50 percent
cap on reservations. The additional 10 percent of reserved jobs and seats in higher educational institutions that is to be introduced by
effectively removing the current 50 percent cap is intended to benefit what the Modi government refers to as “economically weaker sections”
that do not fall under the categories Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe, or Other Backward Classes – that is, so-called general category poor.
However, upper caste groups are expected to benefit disproportionately from the policy measure, as their high levels of education, as well as
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their accumulated social capital, will most likely enable them to acquire most of the benefits. The legislation has already been challenged in
the Supreme Court. [Al Jazeera] [Livemint]
Modi’s nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) lost power in three key states recently, forcing the government to announce measures to
support small businesses and the less well-off since then. As many as 11 million people lost their jobs last year, while the number of employed
individuals fell to 397 million as of last month. Secure employment is therefore going to be a major campaign topic as 130 million first-time
voters will be casting their ballots in the forthcoming parliamentary election. [Straits Times]
Meanwhile, Rahul Gandhi, leader of the main opposition Congress party and scion of India’s Nehru-Gandhi dynasty, announced that he will
simplify the goods and services tax (GST) and take “rational economic decisions” to attract foreign investment if voted back to power. Launched
in 2017, the GST was initially hailed as Modi’s biggest economic reform, but its chaotic implementation hurt small businesses and led to the
above-mentioned job losses. [Reuters]

India: Bill offering citizenship to illegal non-Muslim migrants passed by lower house

16 January 2019

(ls) A controversial Bill in India that offers citizenship to non-Muslim illegal migrants from Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan who have been
in India for at least six years has moved closer to becoming law. The Citizenship (Amendment) Bill was passed by the Lower House of Parliament,
where the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and its allies command a majority. It is seen as an attempt by the party to shore up support
among its Hindu voters in the run-up to parliamentary elections this year. The bill includes Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsis and Christians.
It, however, excludes Muslim minorities such as the Ahmadiyyas from Pakistan or the Rohingya from Myanmar. The move sparked violent
protests in Assam and other north-eastern states which share a long border with Bangladesh. Locals have long protested against what they
say is the influx of migrants from there. [ Straits Times]
Critics point out that India has always been a state for citizens of all creeds and that, for the first time, India’s leaders have sought to redefine
the country effectively as a home for South Asians that are not Muslims, enshrining the distinction into law. They point to India’s first generation
of leaders who refused to accept the argument that the Hindus and the Muslims of the subcontinent represented two different nations.
[Bloomberg]

India is likely to surpass the United Kingdom in the world’s largest economy rankings in 2019
(jk) PwC’s Global Economy Watch report projects real GDP growth of 7.6% for India in 2019, with the UK only expected to grow at 1.6%. As per
the world bank, India was the world’s 6th largest economy in 2017, behind the US, China, Japan, Germany and the UK and it can be expected
to overtake the UK in 2019. [LiveMint]
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India: The dates for the Lok Sabha elections are likely to be announced in the first week of March

23 January 2019

(jk) India’s Election Commission is currently deciding the number of phases and the months in which polling will be held. The Lok Sabha is
India’s parliament and its current term officially expires on June 3. Elections in India are usually held in phases, the last time, in 2014 for
example, the EC had announced the election schedule in early March and decided to hold a nine-phase electoral exercise spread across April
and May. [ZeeNews]
23 January 2019

Wealth inequality in India
(jk) A study has revealed stark wealth inequality in India with top 1% owning 51% of national wealth, while the bottom 60% own just 4.8%. The
Oxfam Inequality Report 2019, which attest to great wealth inequality around the world, states that in India, the 9 richest people own as much
wealth as the bottom 50% of the country. [The Wire] Whilst Oxfam’s findings are met by a lot of criticism each year, in particular with regards
to definitions and methodology of the report, its findings are useful at least with regards to the trend that they show and the overall point of
unequal distribution and development of wealth. [DW]

India: Priyanka Gandhi enters Indian politics; non-resident Indian voting rights in the spotlight
(ls) Priyanka Gandhi, a scion of India's Nehru-Gandhi dynasty, has formally entered politics. Rahul Gandhi, her brother and president of India's
main opposition Indian National Congress party, appointed her general secretary in the All India Congress Committee (AICC) - the party's
central decision-making assembly - for the eastern part of the northern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, starting from February. Uttar Pradesh
sends 80 lawmakers to Parliament, the largest number of the country, and Uttar Pradesh East is the home to the holy city of Varanasi, which
forms part of the constituency of Prime Minister Modi. [Straits Times]
Though her entry into politics puts her immediately in an important strategic position – different from the early careers of other prominent
Indian politicians’ children joining politics [Hindustan Times] – observers doubt whether the move will have a major effect on the Congress’
chances in the upcoming elections as it continues dynastic politics which are increasingly discredited by public opinion. [Washington Post]
Meanwhile, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi hosted a major gathering for the Indian diaspora, bringing the voting rights of non-resident
Indians (NRIs) into the spotlight again ahead of the elections to be held between April and May. In August last year, the lower house passed a
bill giving NRIs registered to vote the power to delegate their vote to a representative in India. It is currently pending in the upper house, and
it remains uncertain whether it will enter into force on time. Indians make up one of the world's largest diaspora, with more than 25 million of
them living in different parts of the world, including in Singapore, Malaysia, the United States and Canada. Currently, only a fraction, about
25,000, are registered to vote. [Straits Times]
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Current polls see Modi’s ruling coalition as the largest parliamentary group but expect it to fall short of a simple majority. Modi swept to power
in 2014 with the biggest majority seen in India in decades. [Reuters]
05 February 2019

India elections: Minimum income guarantee and interim budget
(jk) Last week, the leader of the country’s opposition Congress Party Rahul Gandhi tweeted that “[i]f voted to power in 2019, the Congress is
committed to a Minimum Income Guarantee for every poor person, to help eradicate poverty & hunger. This is our vision & our promise.” The
minimum income guarantee could become a major issue ahead of the general elections but Gandhi did not further specify how much money
would be paid or who would receive the new benefit and who would not be eligible. [ Bloomberg] Former chief economic advisor to the Modi
government offered a similar proposal for most rural households to receive a basic income [ New Indian Express] after Modi’s administration
pledges to implement a number of populist measures ahead of the polls. The administration has delivered an interim budget that looks to
increase the government’s popularity ahead of the elections, especially with farmers and middle-income earners who were promised a number
of benefits, including money earmarked for income support and tax breaks. [ Al Jazeera] The government is under stress as the ruling BJP has
not made good on promises to create some 10 million jobs each year and unemployment is at a record high – the highest in 45 years. [Al Jazeera
2]

India: Kumbh Mela celebrations overshadowed by upcoming elections – Sabarimala Temple must allow women
(ls) As millions of Indian Hindus are celebrating the Kumbh Mela festival, traveling to the northern Indian city of Prayagraj to take a dip in the
Ganges River, the festival is not spared from political campaigning ahead of national elections. Prime Minister Modi’s Hindu nationalist
government has provided significant financial support for this year’s celebrations and deployed advertisements for him and his close ally, Yogi
Adityanath, chief minister of the state Uttar Pradesh, which also provided large support for the pilgrimage. The government of Madhya
Pradesh, which is run by the rival Congress Party, is also covering nearly $1 million in travel costs. Other opposition politicians said the state
should not help one religion to the exclusion of others. [New York Times 1]
In a separate development, an Indian government board that had opposed allowing women to enter the Sabarimala Temple in Kerala state
changed its position, saying that women had the right to pray in the shrine. For several months, violent protests and riots occurred over
whether women of childbearing age could enter the temple. Last week, the Supreme Court heard arguments about the status of the temple,
reconsidering a previous decision in which it had ruled last year that women ages 10 to 50 had the right to visit the shrine. Religious groups
had pleaded with judges to reconsider their decision. [New York Times 2]
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India: Death of state lawmaker illustrates heated politics
(ls) An Indian state lawmaker, Satyajit Biswas, was shot dead in West Bengal amid rising tensions between the provincial and federal
governments. He belonged to the state’s ruling All India Trinamool Congress (TMC) party. West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, who
leads the Trinamool Congress, is a fierce critic of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) party. [ Bloomberg]
TMC general secretary Partha Chatterjee blamed the BJP for the “shocking killing”, whereas BJP chief Dilip Ghosh blamed the murder on splits
in the TMC. West Bengal witnessed gruesome political murders in past elections with victims hacked to pieces and some burned alive along
with entire slums. Last year, a BJP supporter was found hanging from a tree. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, WhatsApp, which has become a key campaign tool used widely by BJP as well as Congress workers, accused Indian political parties
of abusing the platform by using automated tools for mass messaging and spreading fake news. WhatsApp has been at the center of
controversy in India since last year after false messages spread on its platform sparked a number of mob lynchings. [Reuters]

12 February 2019

India’s central bank cuts benchmark interest rate
(zf) The Reserve Bank of India (RBI), the country’s central banking authority, unexpectedly slashed key benchmark interest rates this week.
While official reports cited lowered consumer price inflation and slower global growth as catalyst for the policy change, the move is likely to
please Prime Minister Modi and his incumbent BJB party ahead of the upcoming parliamentary elections due to the prospect of increased
economic prosperity via shorter-term increases in lending and the subsequent increase in domestic economic growth. The change in monetary
policy comes just a few days after the release of an official government budget filled with broad cash incentives for India’s middle classes.
While RBI monetary policy and government fiscal policy are ostensibly independent systems, the political context in which the move has taken
place has garnered scrutiny regarding the timing of the announcement. [ Al Jazeera]

Controversial Indian citizenship bill stalls in upper house amid violent protests
(zf) In India’s northeast, controversy surrounding a proposed amendment to its citizenship law has given way to violent protests and prompted
concerns of potentially dangerous human rights violations. The bill, officially known as the Citizenship Amendment Bill, was introduced by the
ruling BJP party in 2016 after campaigning on extending protections to its Hindu diaspora in neighboring countries during the most recent
general election. The strong pushback over the amendment and its subsequent postponement, therefore, might signal a significant
miscalculation on the part of BJP leadership in the run up to this year’s parliamentary elections. [ BBC] [Reuters]
India’s northeast is often considered to be a socio-political tinderbox. Contributing factors to the continued discontent rest on a confluence of
factors regarding its ethnic and cultural diversity, administrative arrangements vis-à-vis Delhi, and the decades-long fallout over Indian partition
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(i.e. the creation of Bangladesh in 1971 and its corresponding population movements) [Henrich Boll Stiftung] [The Wire]. Debate over the proposed
amendment has acted as the most recent catalyst for regional unrest.
The current political situation in the region, likewise, is quite polarized. In the 2014 general elections, large swaths of the northeast region
voted for BJP’s main rival, the Indian National Congress Party, while BJP themselves maintained a majority in many of the region’s northern
administrative districts—a result much more in line with the rest of central India. [Vox] This is relevant to the recent unrest as it highlights a
heterodox voting pattern in the region and sheds some light on a situation that, in practice, has played out as a local rebuke to perceived BJP
overreach. In a sign that BJP leadership is taking the developments seriously ahead of the upcoming parliamentary elections, party chief Amat
Shah met with local party leaders this week to discuss strategy moving forward. [Hindustan Times]
Politics aside, there are concerns that the situation could devolve into a serious human rights issue. The National Register of Citizens (NRC), an
official administrative organization that aims to document the legal status of persons in Assam state, for instance, has stated that anybody
unable to prove continued residency in India before 24 March 1971, (the day of Bangladesh’s independence) will not be allowed to remain in
the country. While 32 million people have submitted evidence to the NRC for official documentation, 4 million have been left out of approved
lists thus far. If punitive measures are taken to relocate said persons, it isn’t unreasonable to envision human rights concerns becoming a
critical issue. [BBC 2]

India: Modi launches income support program for small farmers, Congress Party derides plan as ‘bribe for votes’
(zf) Just a few weeks after India released the details of a cash-transfer scheme for small farmers in its interim 2019 budget, Prime Minister
Modi led a ceremony in Uttar Pradesh late this week to mark the distribution of its first wave of payments. The scheme, intended to buttress
the incomes of some 120 million farmers, is a clear sign that BJP plans to forge ahead with its populist platform in the run up to India’s
parliamentary elections. It remains to be seen, however, how strongly policies like these will resonate with voters.
Indeed, rival parties are already using the specifics of the cash-transfer plan to argue against BJP sincerity regarding struggling rural farmers.
In response to Mr. Modi’s announcement, for example, the rival Congress Party (INC) directly characterized the plan as a bribe for votes and
emphasized that INC are running on a minimum income guarantee that would help struggling families more effectively.
The current scheme allows for an annual payment of Rs 6,000 (approx. 85 USD) to small farmers, paid in three installments over the year. In
prepared remarks, Prime Minister Modi argued that past INC schemes were just empty rhetoric that failed to be properly implemented. By
contrast, he claimed that the successful rollout of BJP’s scheme is evidence that his government has swiftly made good on its promises.
[Bloomberg] [NDTV] [Hindustan Times]
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India: Human Rights Watch report on vigilante killings
(ls) In a new report published by Human Rights Watch (HRW), the international NGO addresses the frequent murders of religious minorities
over the consumption of beef. HRW sees part of the blame on the governing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The report says, that since coming
to power at the national level in May 2014, party members have increasingly used communal rhetoric that has spurred a violent vigilante
campaign against beef consumption and those deemed linked to it. Between May 2015 and December 2018, at least 44 people, 36 of them
Muslims, were killed across 12 Indian states. Over that same period, around 280 people were injured in over 100 different incidents across 20
states. [HRW]
Since the partition of British India in 1947, which created Muslim-majority Pakistan, the sizable Muslim minority in Hindu-majority India have
suffered discrimination and violence. There are an estimated 170 million Muslims in India, and academic research shows there is actually
declining inter-generational social mobility among Muslims, despite gains for poor Hindus. [Bloomberg]

26 February 2019

India: Mass protests in New Delhi against sexual violence
(ls) On Friday, thousands of Indians have taken to the streets in New Delhi to join protests against continuing sexual assaults of women and
girls. Sexual assault has become a major social issue in India after the horrific rape and killing of a student on a New Delhi bus in 2012 that
made global headlines. In rural India’s largely patriarchal system, powerful men often use sexual violence to control or oppress poorer classes
or India’s arginalized lower-castes. Nearly 1.4 million crimes against women were reported in the past five years. Of the 325,000 reported in
2016, 36,500 were rape cases. Experts say that official figures are just the tip of the iceberg as many survivors prefer not to come forward.
[South China Morning Post]
Nivedita Menon, professor at Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi, gives an overview of the current reform debates regarding India’s
criminal provisions on sexual violence. She addresses the patriarchal origins of the criminal law, the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 2013,
marital rape, rape by state armed forces, the appropriate penalty levels as well as discussions about the expansion of the definition of rape.
[The Wire]

05 March 2019

India: Sitting Lok Sabha BJP lawmaker joins Congress Party
(zf) Congress leader Rahul Gandhi and other party leaders joined sitting Uttar Pradesh MP Savitribai Phule as she announced she would be
joining Indian National Congress. Ms. Phule had publicly quit the BJP in December 2018, arguing that the party was overly dividing Indian
society. In a statement, she said that she has joined Congress to “save the constitution and the country.” Phule is a prominent leader in Uttar
Pradesh’s Dalit community, a highly marginalized subclass of the Indian population who have historically been on the lowest rung of the socio74

economic ladder. The development is a clear indication that Congress is looking to make a comeback in state politics during this year’s elections.
[Economic Times] [NDTV]
12 March 2019

India: Dates set for parliamentary elections
(zf/ls) It was officially announced late this week that India’s parliamentary elections will take place in seven successive rounds, starting on April
11th and ending on May 19th, with May 23rd set to be the day all results will be declared. In all, a total of 543 seats are up for grabs in India’s
lower house, which is locally known as the Lok Sabha. [Economic Times] [Times of India]
It was also announced that scheduled elections for the state assembly in Jammu and Kashmir will be postponed due to the ongoing threats of
violence. However, Lok Sabha polls are still set to take place in the region along with the rest of the country. In a statement, the Indian
government claimed that a panel of security observers will assess the situation in the state moving forward in hopes of setting an assembly
election date sometime later this year. [NDTV] [Hindustan Times]
Major issues in the election are expected to be unemployment and national security. According to recent data, the unemployment rate in
February this year stood at 7.2%, up from 5% in February, 2017. Meanwhile, India's farmers have staged numerous protests in recent years,
amid reports of falling incomes and increasing distress in the farm sector. Due to the Indian-Pakistani tensions in recent weeks, the Kashmir
issue is also likely to continue to feature prominently in campaigns. [CNN]
Despite recent election losses, Prime Minister Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) still controls 17 out of 29 states, including the most populous
(Uttar Pradesh) and the richest (Maharashtra, which includes Mumbai). However, current polls predict losses for the Modi government. A
reduced majority would imperil Modi’s economic reforms and strengthen his coalition partners’ leverage, making for unstable government.
[Washington Post]

India: Supreme Court orders arbitration in decades-long dispute over religious site
(zf) An arbitration panel was appointed this week by India’s Supreme Court over a decades-long dispute over a religious site in the Uttar
Pradesh city of Ayodhya. The panel will be headed by former Supreme Court judge FM Kalifulla. Interestingly, the panel will also include Sri Sri
Ravi Shankar, a self-described Hindu god-man who has repeatedly expressed doubt on the feasibility of the peaceful implementation of a
hypothetical Supreme Court decision in favor of Muslim interests at the location. Shankar’s inclusion on the panel, therefore, has unsurprisingly
generated substantial controversy. A backlash over his appointment is especially pronounced among Muslim community members who claim
that his inclusion in the panel serves as a blatant disregard for fair arbitration. [NDTV]
The dispute itself revolves around the proposed construction of a Hindu temple on the location of a 16th century Mosque that was destroyed
in 1992. The mosque was torn down by a Hindu mob that claimed Muslim Mughal invaders had desecrated the site by building a Mosque on
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a sacred temple originally built for Hindus. As evidence to the importance of the site, some Hindus claim that the location is the birthplace of
Lord Ram, a prominent Hindu deity who in seen as an incarnation of Vishnu, one of Hindu’s most important gods. Others emphasize the
location as an important pilgrimage site that should be restored for its original use.
On the other hand, Muslim’s claim that the site was legally purchased and built upon, while Hindu extremists had violently torn down their
sacred place of worship. In the wake of the 1992 riots, some 2000 people lost their lives in communal violence, which speaks to the deepseated baggage that the case brings with it. [Economic Times]
As for now, the arbitration panel has been given eight weeks to come to an agreement on the site. While the issue will surely be a closely
followed topic, the Supreme Court has mandated that the panel work in secrecy in order not to inflame tensions, and the local media has been
banned from covering the proceedings. The arbitration comes after a 2011 decision by the Supreme Court that suspended a lower court ruling
to split the site into three parts, with one area dedicated for Muslim worshippers, and the other two regulated to Hindu worship. [Al Jazeera]

India: Economists rebuke Modi over alleged distortion of economic numbers; Congress claims BJP has tarnished India’s 19 March 2019
reputation abroad
(zf) A group of more than 100 economists have released a report this week that deeply criticizes Prime Minister Modi’s government for
distorting, omitting, or downplaying certain aspects of India’s economy in the run up to next month’s parliamentary elections. The report
especially emphasized that Mr. Modi’s government have likely altered the numbers for political reasons, and mentions several particularly
worrisome examples of government meddling, including the replacement of a government critic as chairman of India’s central bank,
questionable growth rate numbers, and a delay over the release of official unemployment statistics. It is claimed that the official numbers fail
to represent an objective assessment of the national economy. The signatories of the report are from a mix of both Western and Indian-based
universities, and includes several well-respected professors in the field, including MIT’s Abhijit Banerjee and Harvard’s Emily Breza. [ Al Jazeera]
India’s main opposition, the Indian National Congress Party, took the release of the report as an opportunity to further criticize BJP for alleged
corruption and mismanagement of the country. The opposition party’s chief spokesman went as far as to say that Mr. Modi’s government has
drastically hurt India’s reputation and credibility on the global stage. He urged voters to reject a party that ‘hides its failures with statistical
jugglery.’ While it remains to be seen how voters will respond to accusations such as these in next month’s elections, evidence that suggests
statistical tampering is a sign that the ruling party may have insecurities over the current state of the economy as the polls draw near. [Times
of India]
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India: Modi and prominent BJP leaders launch ‘watchman’ campaign
(zf/jk) Prime Minister Modi and other BJP leaders unveiled a new party campaign this week that looks to portray the ruling party as the
‘watchmen’ of India and its interests. Inherent in such as slogan is the suggestion that Congress (INC) and other opposition parties are failing
to look out for the nation’s best interests on some fundamental level. Mr. Modi, who has rarely shied away from nationalistic rhetoric on the
campaign trail meant to rally his right-leaning constituency, has often described himself as a watchman of Indian interests and security. In a
tweet announcing the campaign, Mr. Modi claimed that India’s watchman (himself) continues to ‘fight corruption, dirt, and social ills,’ and that
anyone else who follows suit should also be described as a watchman. In response to the campaign, INC released their own counter-slogan,
‘the watchman is a thief,’ in order to emphasize a claim of BJP engagement with crony capitalism and poor economic policy. [ NDTV] [Bloomberg]
With election from 11 April to 19 May on the horizon, there are also increasing worries that BJP’s rule has led to more conflation of religion
and politics and that identity politics in general has polarised society. Numbers circulating in the media suggest that hate crimes have gone up
significantly since Modi came to office, referencing as much as a 400 per cent increase since 2014 with most crimes occurring in states governed
by the BJP. While the victims are predominantly religious minorities, the perpetrators are often Hindu radicals emboldened by Modi’s
leadership and his past involvement with the radical RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh) [ BBC] – a fundamentalist religious organization
supporting the BJP and Modi with an often extreme Hindu-First policy. [South China Morning Post]

India’s general election: Congress Party pledges income for 50 million families

26 March 2019

(dql) Less than three weeks until the start of the general election in India, opposition leader Rahul Gandhi on Monday vowed to launch a
minimum income scheme guaranteeing 50 million families a basic income of 1,000 USD a year if his Congress Party wins the election. [ Channel
News Asia]

India shoots down a satellite in low-earth orbit; polls suggest BJP boost after Pulwama response has waned
(zf) During a public television announcement this week, Prime Minister Modi announced that the Indian military had shot down one of its own
satellites in low space orbit, giving them an offensive and defense capability that only the U.S., Russia, and China had previously managed.
While the development is surely a significant technological achievement for the country, it is also an important strategic one: as India continues
its long-simmering feud with Pakistan over Kashmiri administration rights, the demonstration sends a clear message to its neighbor—and their
ally China — that India remains committed to strong policy stances regarding its territorial integrity. In response to the news, Pakistan released
a statement that urged India to regard space as a ‘common heritage to mankind’ and reiterated its stance against the militarization of space
[Economic Times]. While exhortations of caution from Islamabad are likely to be dismissed by the Modi Administration under any
circumstances, it is warranted to note the context of the upcoming national elections were likely fresh in the minds of BJP strategists. Indeed,
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as evidence that whipping up nationalistic fervor was at least a part of the motive behind the demonstration, Mr. Modi’s government used the
opportunity to name the mission ‘Operation Power’ in Hindi, as well as highlight that India’s chowkidar (i.e. BJP’s ‘Watchmen of India’) are now
protecting the nation from space, as well. [Bloomberg] [DW]
In related news, with the first wave of elections starting in just a few weeks, domestic polling numbers suggest that surges in nationalistinduced support for BJP during its response to the Pulwama attack in Kashmir may have waned substantially. Specifically, the numbers claim
that the public’s focus on security and terror-related issues—an issue that Mr. Modi spends a significant amount of time and effort on during
campaign events—has fallen from nearly 29 percent in early March to just 15 percent more recently. While some analysts emphasize the
relatively strong position Mr. Modi’s government seems to be in going into this election cycle, others argue that BJP has had a tendency to use
national security issues and nationalistic rhetoric as a crutch meant to downplay the country’s significant socio-economic problems, including
troubling unemployment and agrarian crises. With the potential reduction of voter interest in national security in the coming weeks, opposition
parties, including Congress, may be in a position to outperform expectations this month at the polls. [Reuters] [Reuters 2]

India’s Congress Party struggles to make formidable coalition as elections loom
(zf) With the first day of Indian parliamentary elections slated to begin on April 11th, it has been reported that India’s main opposition party,
Indian National Congress (INC) are struggling to create a formidable alliance with smaller regional parties across the country to contest Prime
Minister Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). In the run up to the polls, INC leader Rahul Gandhi has made it a priority to maintain a grand
alliance of sorts with smaller parties across the nation in order to prevent state-level splits among local constituencies who are unwilling to
vote against their preferred party, even if INC represents the nation’s best realistic chance to unseat BJP. In a sign that this strategy is faltering,
officials in several regional parties have claimed that some INC leaders are undermining that goal with an unwillingness to take a backseat to
regional politicians, many of whom remain broadly popular on a local level. As an illustration of the tensions that persist, Kumari Mayawati,
president of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) whose pro-Dalit (lower-caste) constituencies propelled the party to the third-largest vote getter in
the 2014 national elections, said that her party’s many disagreements with INC were catalyst toward the creation of BSP alliances with different
local parties. When asked for an explanation, a BSP spokesman said that one of the reasons they rebuffed Congress was due to its insistence
that they hold the state’s parliamentary seats outright, instead of going into an alliance with the party on a condition that they would form an
inter-party coalition. Indeed, some INC leaders are skeptical of any alliances and insist that they will need to rebuild their majority on their
own terms, not by kowtowing to the whims of regional parties that they may or may not agree with policy-wise. It remains to be seen, however,
how these alliances (or lack- thereof) will affect voter’s perceptions. It is clear, however, that BJP remains the frontrunner in the polls and
seems to be the consensus pick among analysts when asked to predict the election’s outcome. [ Reuters] [Economic Times]
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India: Facebook shuts down pages associated with both major parties
(zf) In a move that suggests Facebook is looking to make good on its promises to mitigate online disinformation on its platforms, it was
announced this week that they had shut down some 700 pages associated with major Indian parties in the run up to next week’s national
elections. The breakdown of the party affiliations associated with these pages is as follows: 687 pages were taken down that were pushing
agendas in line with the left-leaning National Congress Party (India’s opposition party), and 15 were taken down that were in support of BJP.
[CNN]
While the lopsided numbers are surely interesting to acknowledge, Quartz has reported that the total number of fake pages taken down are
only one important angle. Specifically, the pages supporting BJP were actually linked with party-affiliated personnel, as they were all products
of an IT firm called Silver Touch, a company that reportedly developed Prime Minister Modi’s official online app. Secondly, it is worth noting
that one of the BJP-affiliated groups, the India Eye, was a well-established page with approximately 2.5 million followers. By contrast, the
number of followers on the 687 pages supporting Congress totals just over 200,000 people. In other words, it is plausible that the BJP-affiliated
pages were part of a more organized and tactical group of supporters. [Quartz]
After the news broke, Congress emphasized that none of its official pages were taken down, including any pages run by its volunteers. BJP took
the occasion to play up the total amount of pages taken down as a sign of INC corruption, claiming that the move shows Congress’s ‘real
character.’ [Business-Standard]

India: Polls open in national elections; BJP receives backlash over nativist remarks
(zf) Indian national elections are underway. Polls opened on April 11th and will commence in a staggered format ending on May 19th. Although
the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is generally expected to retain its majority, there are several key developments that could damper the
ruling party’s expectations, including disappointing unemployment numbers, a backlash among some rural farmers, reduced tensions with its
arch-rival Pakistan, and increasing voter turn out among women (who generally find BJP less appealing than men). [Washington Post]
Constituencies will be voting for their local member of parliament, where the Prime Minister will subsequently be appointed. The PM will be
appointed from the party or coalition that manages to fill a majority of seats in India’s Lok Sabha (lower house). Some 900 million Indians are
eligible to vote, constituting it as the world’s largest exercise in democracy. [New York Times]
Thus far, the election’s implementation seems to be going relatively smooth. There are some reports, however, of malfunctioning voting
machines and coercion from local poll workers to vote for certain candidates. In southeastern Andhra Pradesh a more serious disturbance
arose: a fight broke out between workers of the local Telegu Desam and YSR Congress parties (not affiliated with the main-opposition Indian
National Congress Party). One worker from Telegu Desam was killed in the clashes. [ India Today]
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Meanwhile, BJP has received a backlash in international and local media outlets for remarks perceived to be a direct attack against minority
religious groups, especially Muslims. Specifically, BJP President Amit Shah promised to “remove every infiltrator from the country, [excluding]
Buddhists, Hindus and Sikhs.” It is important to note that these three religions are products of the Indian subcontinent; Islam is not. With that
said, the religion has a deep history in the country and is practiced by over 172 million Indians. [ CNN]
Although Mr. Modi’s tenure hasn’t been directly marred by large-scale Muslim attacks, it’s been widely reported that BJP has generally turned
a blind eye to anti-Muslim rhetoric from within its party. For some, its become normalized. Likewise, there has been an increase in activity
from Hindu vigilante groups since Mr. Modi’s election, including reports of devastating violence against Muslims – especially after rumors of
moving cows for slaughter (cows are sacred symbols of the Hindu religion). [New York Times]
In this regard, Mr. Shah’s remark was more than just a cheap fish for votes among India’s more nationalist-inclined constituents: an
accompanying policy was proposed as well. Shah proposed the expansion of the National Registry of Citizens nationwide in order to confirm
ongoing residency in the country before March 1971(a date when East and West Pakistan broke into Bangladesh and Pakistan, respectively).
The controversial registry is currently employed in the northeastern state of Assam, where some 4 million residents were deemed unauthorized
to stay in India due to lack of proper evidence in 2018. Critics say the policy is a direct attack on Muslims and other minority groups, especially
due to the history of immigration across the Bangladeshi-Indian border after East Pakistan was dissolved. If expanded, the registry would likely
turn the country into a socio-political tinderbox. [Quartz]
After independence in 1947 India was fashioned as a multi-ethnic and diverse state. Prime Minister Jawaharlal argued that only a pluralistic
democracy could hold the country together. Hindu nationalists were outraged by this proposition. Mohandas Gandhi, a figure identified as the
embodiment of this movement, was subsequently assassinated by Hindu extremists in 1948. If BJP maintains power this year, it will be the
longest streak of electoral victories by non-secularists in the country since independence. [NPR]

India: Chief Justice criticized for handling of sexual harassment allegations against himself
(ls) The Chief Justice of India’s Supreme Court, Ranjan Gogoi, denied allegations that he made unwanted sexual advances toward a junior court
assistant and that she was subsequently victimized. Gogoi said the events showed that India’s judiciary was under “serious threat” and was
being destabilized by a larger conspiracy, referring to a “bigger force behind the woman”.
The woman’s affidavit sent to all 22 Supreme Court judges included allegations that, after she refused the sexual advances, the woman and
her family were victimized by a series of related actions by the authorities, including the termination of her employment, and the suspension
of her husband and his brother, who worked in the Delhi police force. Another brother of her husband’s had his Supreme Court job terminated
as well. [Reuters]
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Meanwhile, a storm of public opinion is gathering against the manner in which a Bench led by the Chief Justice himself convened on April 20
and suo motu heard a case. The Supreme Court Bar Association (SCBA), a body of over 6,000 lawyers practicing in the Supreme Court, said
Saturday’s hearing was “in violation of the procedure established by as well as the principles of natural justice.” The SCBA urged that the
allegations had to be dealt with as per the procedure established by law. [The Hindu]
The allegations come at a time when the Indian Supreme Court handles several sensitive cases. This week, the judges deal with a contempt of
court case against Rahul Gandhi, the leader of the Indian National Congress, who stands accused of having attributed a false ruling to the Court
in the Rafale case over irregularities in the procurement of French fighter jets (see below under “International Relations”). Also this week, the
Court assesses whether the deletion of citizens from the voting register in Assam – many of whom belong to minority denominations – was
legitimate. [Verfassungsblog]

India: Election’s second phase kicked off as vote-buying allegations emerge

23 April 2019

(ls) Voters across southern India began voting last week in the second phase of the general election. More than 155 million people are eligible
to vote in this phase, which covers 95 parliament constituencies in 12 states including parts of restive Jammu and Kashmir. India’s parliament
has 545 members. Votes will be counted on May 23 and the results are expected the same day. [Reuters]
But voters in the Vellore constituency in coastal Tamil Nadu state will not be going to the polls as scheduled after the Election Commission of
India ruled there were fears of a “systematic design to influence voters”. The ruling came after authorities seized more than 110 million rupees
they believe was meant to influence the outcome of the election. No fresh date has been announced for polling in the constituency. [ Straits
Times]
In a separate development, a star campaigner for India’s Hindu ruling nationalist Bharatiya Janata party’s (BJP) has been banned from the
election trail for 72 hours over hate speech targeting Muslims. Moreover, a cabinet minister, a high-profile candidate and a regional leader
from a party representing Dalits, the “lowest” caste of Hindus, were also banned from campaigning for breaching election-time rules against
making provocative comments about caste or religion. [The Guardian]
A New York Times opinion piece explains the rise of Rahul Gandhi, the 48-year-old president of the Indian National Congress, the leading
opposition party. The piece argues that his resurgence has largely been made possible by Mr. Modi’s five years in office, which have been
marked by economic incompetence, aggressive majoritarianism and institutional decline. [ New York Times]
30 April 2019

India: With polls at halfway point, efforts to fight fake news in full swing
(zf) With three phases down and four to go in India’s month-long election, efforts to fight the onslaught of fake news in the country are in full
swing. Anoop Mishra, one of India’s leading social media experts, said that doctored content and the forwarding of fake or misleading stories
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in bulk via WhatsApp and Facebook messenger are still a huge concern despite the significant amount of attention and resources given to the
issue. According to Mishra, over 90,000 WhatsApp groups and 200 Facebook pages are currently influencing the electorate with false or biased
content. Specifically, the forwarding of fake statistics, manipulated political news, and the propagation of myths or false statements were the
main methods utilized by these pages and groups. Sometimes the content devolves into explicit calls for violence. For their part, social media
companies have made concerted efforts to combat the scourge of fake news on its platforms. Facebook says it is removing or blocking hundreds
of thousands of pages per day via its artificial intelligence and machine learning systems. It has also systematically removed approximately 700
political pages and groups from operation in India for ‘coordinated inauthentic behavior.’ WhatsApp recently launched a tip-line for fake
content and put limits on who can add users to group chats. Despite the efforts, it’s unclear how successful these policies will be overall. [Gulf
News]
30 April 2019

India: Air pollution emerges as election issue
(zf) India has some of the most polluted air in the world, and now the major parties are making it an election priority. BJP, Indian National
Congress, and the Aam Aadmi Party have all pledged to combat the scourge of toxic air. In party manifestos, several measures have been
proposed, including the implementation of emissions standards and the promotion of electric vehicles. The emphasis on the issue is worth
noting as it is the first time it has been explicitly mentioned in party platforms. During the last election cycle there was no mention of pollution
or toxic air. To illustrate the sheer scale of the problem, it is estimated that 1.24 million Indian deaths could be attributed to air pollution in
2017, directly or indirectly. [Science Direct] In BJP’s manifesto, they promise to reduce toxic air emissions by 35% in 102 of the country’s most
polluted cities. INC calls the situation a “public health emergency” and promises to strengthen the National Clean Air Program to mitigate its
worst effects. [Bloomberg]

India: As elections enter fifth phase, renewed attention given to missing voters
(zf) The marathon that is India’s national elections is entering its fifth phase next week. [NDTV] Democracy rights advocates and watchdog

groups, however, claim that over 120 million eligible voters appear to be missing from voter rolls. [Foreign Policy] While some claim that there
is a conspiracy to prevent certain voters from participating in the election – especially lower-caste and minority voters – others say technical
issues are to blame. [Al Jazeera]
One issue that could be contributing to the phenomenon is a tool on the Election Commission’s (EC) website that allegedly makes it relatively
easy to request the poll body to remove a voter from the eligible voters list. The tool is known Form 7. Critics say that the form is being filled
out via the EC website on behalf of certain political parties to unfairly influence the election. They say that an individual can request removal
of a voter with minimal verification or follow-up.
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A spokesman for the EC, however, claims that the numbers of missing voters are inflated and maintains, “lf a once-enrolled voter finds out
that his name is deleted, he can submit [an] application for adding his name to the appropriate constituency." Activists refute these arguments,
claiming that the onus shouldn’t be on poor citizens to keep checking their status once they are on the rolls, some of whom are without
Internet access or the proper knowledge to navigate the bureaucracy. [Al Jazeera 2]
07 May 2019

India: Local BJP leader killed, voters abstain in Kashmir
(zf/ls) Separatist rebels in Indian-controlled Kashmir killed local BJP leader Gul Mohammad Mir last week. Police say that a nearby polling
station was also set ablaze. Intimidation and continued simmering violence between India and Pakistan (as well as from domestic separatist
groups) has greatly impacted the turnout in Kashmir thus far – turnout has barley cracked ten percent in previous rounds of voting. [Al Jazeera]
While the elections have generally been violence-free this year, several attacks have occurred, including the killing off fifteen police
commandos by Maoist rebels in Maharashtra earlier this month. [Hindustan Times]
At polling stations in Pulwama and Shopian districts of Jammu and Kashmir where polling is underway for the Anantnag parliamentary
constituency, no or only a few voters turned up. Under heavy presence of security forces, only 1.8 per cent of the electorate cast their votes
in the six Assembly segments spread across the two districts until Monday afternoon. Pulwama and Shopian districts have witnessed low key
campaigning both due to security reasons and disinterest among people in the elections. No wall, street or building is decorated with colourful
flags and banners of the parties. [Times of India]

07 May 2019

India: Maoist rebels kill 15 policemen in western state of Maharashtra
(ls) Suspected Maoist rebels have killed at least 15 policemen and a civilian driver in an attack on two vehicles last week in the western state
of Maharashtra. The rebels, known as Naxals, have killed more than 10 people, including a politician, in Chhattisgarh state amid the ongoing
elections. They say that they are fighting for people left out of a long economic boom in Asia's third-largest economy. [Al Jazeera]
Exposing another theater of terrorist threats besides the situation in Kashmir, the first armed uprising took place in the remote Naxalbari
village in the Indian state of West Bengal in 1967. Since then, periodic Naxal violence has taken place in India’s tribal belt which is often also
referred to as the “Red Corridor,” spread across the states of Chhattisgarh, Odisha, Jharkhand, Bihar, and Andhra Pradesh. These regions are
mostly home to subsistence farmers. They view mining activity, and its environmental fallout, as posing a severe challenge to their existence.
Mining and conflict zones coexist in these central and eastern parts of India, making them particularly prone to Naxalism. [The Diplomat]
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India: Campaigns interrupted by cyclone Fani; U.N. praises government response

07 May 2019

(zf) A powerful tropical storm slammed into the eastern Indian state of Odisha this week. Although most of the country was physically
unaffected, the storm garnered significant media attention, prompting campaigns across the political spectrum to take notice. Some events
were interrupted, notably BJP president Amit Shah’s campaign rally in Jharkhand. [India Today]
As the cyclone approached, Prime Minister Modi pledged 10 billion rupees (approximately $150 million) to the affected areas for disaster relief
and clean-up. [Economic Times] Mr. Modi is due to visit storm-affected areas early next week.
At the time of writing, 29 people have died in Odisha due to the storm . [The Hindu] The U.N. and other disaster experts have praised India for
its response. Over 1 million people were successfully evacuated. To compare this effort with past attempts at mitigating loss, approximately
10,000 people were killed in 1999 after a similar storm came ashore in approximately the same area. [Al Jazeera] This time, improved forecast
modeling, large-scale text messaging efforts, and an army of volunteers and emergency workers were crucial in preventing similar losses . [New
York Times]

07 May 2019

India: Panel finds no sexual harassment by Supreme Court Chief Justice
(ls) An in-house committee of the Supreme Court of India has found “no substance” in the sexual harassment allegations levelled by a former
Supreme Court staff member against Chief Justice Ranjan Gogoi. The report remained unpublished. There will be no Full Court meeting on the
contents of the “informal” proceedings. The complainant said she was “highly disappointed and dejected” to learn that the in-house committee
had found no substance in her complaint. [The Hindu]
Critics point out that the procedure disregarded the requirements of due process. No police investigation has been conducted so far. The
woman withdrew from the hearing after she felt intimidated at not being allowed to be represented by her lawyer. News-reports cite the
young woman as saying that she also had a hearing-impairment problem and could not respond properly to the questioning by the three-judge
panel. [Economic Times]

India: election enters sixth phase; protests emerge over continued power outages in wake of Cyclone Fani
(zf) More than 100 million Indians are eligible to vote in the sixth phase of elections, including citizens in the capital, Delhi. At the end of the
upcoming vote, which will constitute the second-to-last phase in the 39-day poll, 483 of 543 Lok Sabha (lower house) seats will be settled.
Results won’t be announced until May 23rd. Thus far, official turn out has hovered just below 70%, a similar number to the 2014 election that
saw Prime Minister and his Hindu-nationalist BJP assume power. In the latest opinion polls, BJP remains the frontrunner, but is expected to
lose some parliamentary seats. [Al Jazeera] [VOA]
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Meanwhile, reports of protests have emerged in storm-affected areas of Odisha due to ongoing power outages. Last week, an intense cyclone
pummeled into parts of India’s eastern coast, leading to widespread damage to local infrastructure. At least 42 people lost their lives in the
storm. Bishnupada Sethi, special relief commissioner in Odisha, said that ‘half a million homes were damaged [and] we are still making efforts
to restore the telecommunication’s network.” Some demonstrators, however, are reportedly making that job difficult by threatening power
utility workers for not responding fast enough to the outages. Some have been without power since May 3rd. [Channel News Asia]
Although India was rightly praised for its swift evacuation efforts that moved millions of people out of the storm’s path, significant challenges
remain. In addition to the power grid issues, millions have been left homeless or forced to contend with severely damaged homes in cities such
as Cuttack, Khurda, Bhubaneswar, and Puri. [Forbes] After surveying the damage this week, Prime Minister Modi reiterated a government effort
to distribute 1,000 crore rupees (nearly 145 million dollars) for the relief effort. [Hindustan Times]

India cuts off Internet to certain populations in attempt to prevent lawlessness during national elections

14 May 2019

(zf) Although India’s national elections are the biggest democratic exercise in the world, with over 900 million citizens eligible to vote, some
are being denied access to the Internet as the polls approach. According to the Software Freedom Law Center (SFLC), an organization based in
Delhi, shutdowns of mobile Internet access were reported in the states of Rajasthan, West Bengal and Indian-administered Kashmir.
According to government officials the shutdowns are a part of cautionary efforts to ensure law and order. Some, however, are concerned that
the shutdowns infringe on the rights of citizens to access information. This is especially troublesome since important national elections are
underway. Along these lines, an SFLC spokesman argued that, "Internet shutdowns disrupt daily lives of residents of an affected area [and
that] a functional democracy depends on the ability of citizens to exercise their freedom of speech, including the ability to freely access
information.”
The debate serves as another example of the contentious ways issues surrounding security and freedom vis-à-vis technology continue to make
headlines across the globe. Spurred by the rise of social media, governments the around the world are finding it difficult to find an appropriate
balance. While the shutdowns seem to be affecting certain populations for limited times, the majority of Indians maintain their access to the
Internet. [CNN]

India: Protests over Supreme Court committee’s decision to clear India’s top judge of sexual harassment
(jk) As reported last week, a committee of the Supreme Court of India has found “no substance” in the sexual harassment allegations against
India's Chief Justice. The decision has led to protests about the inquiry which, according to the protesters, did not follow due process. Around
17 protesters were detained by the police as they were demanding a new and impartial probe into the sexual harassment allegations. [ATimes,
Al-Jazeera]
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India: Polls close in national elections; data suggests P.M. Modi will retain power
(zf) Voting in India’s marathon election ended late last week. In the final phase of voting, nearly 100 million people were eligible to vote. Uttar
Pradesh, the most populous state in India, was among the constituencies that voted in the last round. In all, some 900 million Indians were
eligible to vote in the elections. The results will be announced on May 23rd [Al Jazeera].
The tone of the election was generally fraught and bitter. The leaders of the two major national parties, Bharatiya Janata’s (BJP) Narendra
Modi and Indian National Congress’ (INC) Rahul Gandhi, routinely hurled insults at each other over the course of the campaign. As the phases
wound down, Modi routinely called Gandhi a “fool”, while Gandhi derided Modi as a “thief.” It is estimated that money spent on the election
could top $7 billion, constituting it as one of the most expensive campaigns ever. [Bangkok Post] By contrast, the 2016 U.S. election (including
congressional races) cost an estimated $6.5 billion. [Washington Post]
Exit polling data suggests that Prime Minister Narendra Modi will retain power. At least seven different exit-polling organizations throughout
the country predicted BJP and its allies would win at least 280 of the 545 seats in the lower house. This would allow them to choose the next
prime minister. If these numbers are confirmed in the official count, it would give BJP a decisive victory, generally outperforming many analyst’s
expectations. As for INC, while exit polling showed they improved on their dismal performance in 2014, they are expected to remain a distant
second to BJP.
As the polls closed, INC’s Gandhi criticized the Election Commission for “capitulation before P.M. Modi.” He claimed that the election schedule
was unfairly tilted to BJP’s advantage, and also criticized it for promoting continuous coverage of the Prime Minister and his activities during
the election at the expense of other parties. [The Hindu]
Despite these concerns, polling data clearly demonstrates continued popularity for Mr. Modi and his party. While Mr. Gandhi sought to run a
campaign based on the ideals of a secular, multicultural India, his campaign generally struggled to garner widespread enthusiasm. Mr. Modi,
by contrast, emphasized a tribal, Hindu-centric vision for the country, while at the same time maintaining a tough foreign policy stance,
particularly in regard to archival Pakistan. His ongoing popularity is all the more impressive given the significant economic concerns that his
party has weathered over the course of his first term, including a unpopular demonetization scheme, high unemployment rates, and stagnant
growth numbers. [Bloomberg]
Overall, BJP’s strong performance signals continued support by voters across the globe to respond positively to nativist, hyper-nationalist
politics. Emphasizing the importance of his Hindu identity, Mr. Modi spent the final days of the campaign on a pilgrimage to a remote shrine
in the Himalayas; images of him meditating in a cave were shared widely on social media. [NDTV]
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India elections: Prime Minister Modi emerges victorious in landslide victory
(jk/cl) After 6 weeks of tallying more than 600 million votes, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi clinched a second term with a historic
landslide victory in the country's general elections, the biggest democratic exercise in the world. [ Aljazeera] Voter turnout was the highest ever
in India, at a tentative 67.1% across 542 constituencies. [Times of India] An offer to resign as Congress party president by Rahul Gandhi was
rejected by the party after the election results were made official.
As an indication of its confidence, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) started planning for the next five years of government prior to the
announcement, but confidence was certainly warranted as not the outcome as such, but the scale of the victory surprised many. [ Straits Times]
Prior to the announcements, it has been discussed whether or not Modi's BJP will manage to secure the 272 seats it needs for a majority in
parliament as they had done in the 2014 election (282 seats). Stunningly, the BJP's count alone now stands at 303 seats, and if that is combined
with its coalition partners it will reach around 350 seats. Its success marks a significant development in modern Indian politics that has for the
past few decades witnessed a strong anti-incumbency trend at national elections. The BJP is the first consecutively elected single-majority
party since the Congress Party in 1971.
During the elections, two dozen opposition parties complained about alleged manipulation of the Electronic Voting Machines, a charge
dismissed by the Election Commission. This controversy is an indication of how acrimonious the election campaign has been and the deep
distrust that exists between the opposition and ruling parties. During campaigning, political leaders took pot-shots at each other in what many
have described as the most negative elections in recent times. [Hindustan Times]
The BJP instead successfully pitched its political campaign on the popularity of Mr Modi and the issue of national security, following the
outbreak of hostilities with Pakistan over the killing of 40 Indian soldiers in Kashmir in April. [ Straits Times 2] Amongst its key campaign promises,
BJP pledged cash handouts to farmers, USD$1.4 trillion to build roads, railways, airports and other infrastructure and tax cuts for middle-class
Indians, which evidently resonated with voters. [Bloomberg] Staying true to its Hindu nationalism, the BJP has also pledged it plans to revise
the country's constitution, taking away privileges granted to its only Muslim majority state Jammu & Kashmir. Incidentally, the government
has also refuted a recent report by the Human Rights Council, alleging widespread violations of basic human rights and torture in the area by
government security forces. [ATimes]
The political and administrative continuity in India signals closer ties with the United States, said India’s Ambassador to the US, particularly on
issues such as security, defence and counterterrorism. India’s Ministry of External Affairs has also stated that India is working to further
cooperation with counties that are part of the Indo-Pacific, particularly its Southeast Asian colleagues. [Economic Times] Further, Modi and
Pakistan Prime Minister Khan highlighted the need for “peace”, after the vote and signalled a willingness to work for a peaceful and stable
relationship. The optimistic language by the two leaders came not long after Pakistan said it had tested a surface-to-surface missile capable
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of carrying conventional and nuclear warheads. [Straits Times] Currently, rumours have it that Modi's first trip abroad in his second term will
be a visit to the Maldives. [livemint]
A growing concern for observers of the Indian parliament is the high (and growing) number of MPs facing criminal charges. According to the
Association of Democratic Reforms [ADR] 19% of the candidates had declared open criminal cases against themselves in this election. Among
India’s newly elected members of parliament, almost half face criminal charges and almost one third of them for very serious cases related to
rape, murder or kidnapping. The BJP has not only most seats, but also the highest ration of MPs facing criminal charges (almost 40%). [ATimes]
04 June 2019

Less rumours and fake news after Modi’s election victory
(cl/jk) During the election, WhatsApp and Facebook had been popular vehicles to spread misleading information, especially as according to a
recent Reuters Institute survey, 52% of Indian internet users receive news via WhatsApp. Previously on 1 April, Facebook removed 687 pages
and accounts that it said were linked to the Congress party for “coordinated inauthentic behaviour”. [ BBC News]
After Narendra Modi-led NDA's (National Democratic Alliance) landslide win, several Facebook pages known for their hardcore anti-Modi posts
leading up to and during the elections have recently deleted their old posts. Fact checkers had busted many such viral posts from these pages,
but this did not deter Facebook pages such as Viral in India, which has since suspended its operation, from feeding the public with false political
propaganda during the elections process. Both pro and anti-government sites have spread huge amounts of news, fake-news and rumours in
the lead-up and during the election but the efforts seem to slow down for the moment. [India Today]

National education policy draft amended to address “imposition” of Hindi

04 June 2019

(cl) Amid outcry over Hindi being made a compulsory language in all non-Hindi speaking states, the Human Resource Development ministry
has tweaked the draft National Education Policy to say that students are free to choose any language they wish to study in. [ India Express]
In the previous version of the draft policy, English and Hindi were proposed as mandatory languages in non-Hindi speaking states while a third
language was mandatory in Hindi-speaking states. [The Wire] This triggered outrage in southern states, led by Tamil Nadu, which said they will
not tolerate Hindi imposition in the state that does not speak the language. Following protests initiated by Tamil Nadu over the “Hindi
Imposition”, the Centre was forced to respond that it was only a draft policy and Hindi would not be imposed in any state. [India Today]

India: Court convicts six men for gang rape and murder of eight-year-old Muslim girl
(ls) An Indian court has convicted six men for the gang rape and murder of an eight-year-old nomadic Muslim girl in Jammu and Kashmir's
Kathua region. The case sparked a massive country-wide outrage. According to the findings of the court, the girl was kidnapped on January 10,
2018 and raped in captivity in a small village temple in Kathua district after being kept sedated for four days. The case had also a political
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dimension as two ministers of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) had participated in a rally organized in support of the accused. [India
Today]
11 June 2019

Indian police deserters among four killed in Kashmir
(cl) On Friday, two low-ranking police deserters were among four rebels killed overnight in a firefight with government forces in Indiaadministered Kashmir. Soldiers laid siege to a residential area, triggering an exchange of fire with armed militants hiding in a house late on
Thursday evening. [Aljazeera]
The former Himalayan kingdom is divided between Pakistan and India, and for decades, rebel groups have been fighting for independence
from Indian rule or a merger of Kashmir with Pakistan. Many officers had deserted the police force in the past to join the rebels in the restive
region to fight some 500,000 Indian soldiers who have been deployed in the disputed territory for decades. [The Guardian]
This year, more than 100 militants have been killed. Such gun battles between anti-India rebels and government forces are frequent in territory
controlled by New Delhi and while India regularly accuses Pakistan of supporting the rebels, Pakistan has denied this allegation by stating that
it only provides moral and diplomatic support to a Kashmiri struggle for right to self-determination. [BBC News]

11 June 2019

Four dead in shootout between rival Indian political parties
(cl) A gun battle between supporters of India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and a regional rival has killed four people in West Bengal on
Sunday, and at least 18 others were injured in the clashes that broke out on Saturday in the eastern state that has been on edge since Prime
Minister Modi’s BJP launched an aggressive campaign to win parliamentary seats last year. [Khaleej Times] [Arab News]
Violence peaked across the state during elections in April-May and has continued even after results, giving a massive nationwide victory to
BJP. BJP and opposition parties have often accused each other of killings, intimidation and corruption. BJP, which has traditionally held sway
in the Hindi-speaking belt in the north, has been trying hard to pick up support in West Bengal where the opposition party has dominated for
a decade. In the past, the state has witnessed several violent feuds between rival parties – last month, a BJP supporter was shot dead in Kolkata
and last year, a BJP worker was hanged from a tree. State elections in West Bengal are scheduled to be held in 2021. [ New Straits Times]

11 June 2019

India is about to outlaw cryptocurrencies
(ls) The Indian government is taking steps to ban cryptocurrencies. The “Banning of Cryptocurrency and Regulation of Official Digital Currency
Bill 2019” draft proposes a 10-year prison sentence for persons who “mine, generate, hold, sell, transfer, dispose, issue or deal in
cryptocurrencies.” Given the chances of cryptocurrencies being misused for money laundering, various government bodies such as the Income
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Tax Department and the Central Board of Indirect Taxes and Customs (CBIC) had previously endorsed banning of cryptocurrencies. [ Economic
Times]
11 June 2019

Singapore primary source of foreign direct investment in India
(ls) Singapore is the top source of foreign direct investment (FDI) in India. In the last Indian financial year, the country received FDI inflows
from Singapore valued at US$16.23 billion. The city state was followed by Mauritius (US$8.08 billion), the Netherlands (US$3.87 billion), the
United States (US$3.14 billion) and Japan (US$2.97 billion). The rise of Singapore as an FDI source can partly be attributed to tax treaty
amendments that India signed in recent years with Singapore and others like Mauritius that have brought tax parity, providing a level playing
field. [Straits Times]

18 June 2019

India plans to have its own space station
(jk) In addition to India's ambitious plan to launch its first manned space mission, called "Gaganyaan", by August 2022, the Indian Space
Research Organisation (ISRO) has now also stated India will seek to have its own space station, to be completed 5-7 years after Gaganyaan.
[The Hindu] India has been trying to establish herself as a space power. The government recently established a new Defense Space Agency
(DSA) and has notably increased its "space-related" activities, such as its Anti-Satellite Missile Test in March [Space] or its announcement of a
second lunar mission for mid-July [Straits Times] for which it unveiled a new space ship last week. India has also launched a substantial amount
of satellites over the past few years. In terms of military use, the DSA is preparing to conduct war games to explore the country's space warfare
capabilities. Those are, however, yet to be developed and lag far behind others. India, for example, has only about one dozen satellites for
military purposes, whereas China "probably has 10 x as many." [The Wire]

Thousands of doctors go on strike in India to demand safety after assault from patient’s family
(cl) Over 30,000 doctors across India went on strike on Friday to demand better security at hospitals days after junior doctors in Kolkata were
attacked, leading services in many government-run health facilities paralysed. The protests were sparked by an attack on June 10 which left
three junior doctors seriously injured after a dispute with a family whose relative has died. The state of West Bengal has been the worst hit by
the strike, with at least 13 big government hospitals affected. [Times of India] The Indian Medical Association said that the barbaric attack at the
NRS reflected a national problem, calling for a countrywide protest and demanding legislation to safeguard doctors. In response, the Federal
Health Minister tried to calm the protests by promising better security at hospitals “in the larger interest of society”. [ South China Morning Post]
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18 June 2019

25 June 2019

India: Data protection law to be introduced soon
(ls) The Indian government has listed a new data protection law as one of the bills to be discussed in Parliament. The bill will create a legal
regime for how data can be shared, stored and used in India. The law is likely to also regulate data localization, a controversial requirement
according to which data needs to be stored on a device that is physically inside the country where the data are generated. The legislation
follows a 2017 Supreme Court ruling that dealt with the “Aadhaar project” that aimed to give a digital identity to every Indian. In the judgment,
the Court recognized a fundamental constitutional right to privacy. [Asia Times]

25 June 2019

India: Increase of MPs with criminal charges
(ls) Nearly half (43% or 233 of 539) of the newly elected Lok Sabha members have declared criminal charges against them. The vast majority
of them (116) belongs to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), followed by the Congress (29) and other parties. Almost one third of the cases are
related to rape, murder, attempt to murder or crime against women. One MP from the Congress has 204 criminal cases against him, including
culpable homicide, house trespass and robbery. The numbers show an increase compared to 2014 when “only” 34% (or 185 MPs) were facing
criminal charges.

25 June 2019

India rejects critical US religious freedom report
(cl) On Sunday, India hit out at a US report saying religious intolerance was growing under its right-wing government. The annual report on
international religious freedom released by the US Secretary of State on Friday stated that Hindu-groups had used “violence, intimidation and
harassment” against Muslims and low-caste Dalits in 2017 to force a religion-based national identity. It also said that Christians have been
targeted for proselytising since Prime Minister Modi came to power in 2014. [Aljazeera]
In response, Mr Modi’s government insisted that no foreign country had the right to criticise its record. The Indian foreign ministry further
rejected the report, saying that there was no right “for a foreign entity or government to pronounce on the state of our citizens’ constitutionally
protected rights”. [The Daily Star]
The US Secretary of State is set to visit New Delhi to give a speech on the future of the relationship between the two countries and lay the
ground for a Trump-Modi meeting at the G-20 Summit in Osaka this month. It will be their first since Mr Modi’s new landslide election win last
month. [Dawn]
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09 July 2019

India: Congress in turmoil as Rahul Gandhi resigns
(cl/ls) A month after PM Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) crushed the oppositional Congress Party in the general elections Rahul Gandhi
and several other senior Congress leaders resigned from office. [India Today]
However, the Congress has refused to accept Gandhi’s resignation amid speculations that he would be persuaded to continue heading the
party motivated protests urging him to continue at the Congress helm. [New York Times]
Before the rise of the BJP under Modi, the Congress party was the dominant political force in India. [ CNN News] Adding to the party’s turmoil,
the Congress-led coalition government in the Indian state of Karnataka just faced the resignation of 10 Congress and 3 Janata Dal (Secular)
Members of the state’s Legislative Assembly prompting the parties to make frantic efforts to reach out with attractive offers to the rebels who,
however, rejected. [Times of India] [Hindustan Times]

09 July 2019

India: World’s largest combat jet deal under way
(cl) India has moved a step closer to inviting bids for the purchase of 114 fighter jets, currently the world’s largest deal in play, as PM Modi
seeks to boost the capability of the country’s armed forces and replace an ageing combat aircraft fleet. The deal, valued at more than USD15b,
has attracted initial offers from global defence majors. [Dhaka Tribune]
Modernising the country’s defence forces is critical for Modi, who hardly signed any new major arms deals during his first term, even as twin
threats from neighbouring China and Pakistan loomed. The Defence Ministry also plans to purchase tanks and armoured vehicles, as well as
engaging in partnerships with foreign shipbuilders to manufacture submarines in India. [International Business Times] [Straits Times]

09 July 2019

India: Constitution’s Articles on Jammu and Kashmir will be scrapped
(cl) India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) plans to scrap Articles 370 and 35A of the Indian Constitution. Art. 370 grants special status to
Jammu and Kashmir and limits Parliament’s power to make laws concerning the state (Art. 370). Article 35A empowers the state assembly to
define “permanent residents” for bestowing special rights on them. [Times of India] [Times Now News]

India: Congress rushes Scindia to Madhya Pradesh to prevent political crisis
(kj) The Indian Congress party has urgently sent General Secretary Jyotiraditya Scindia to Madhya Pradesh to prevent more Members of the
state’s Legislative Assembly (MLAs) from switching to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). This strategic move by the Congress comes in light of
13 MLAs transitioning to the BJP in Karnataka. [AiR 2/7/2019] In addition, 10 MLAs transferred to the BJP in Goa. [The Times of India]
Scindia’s engagements, according to political analysts, were meant to portray unity amongst state leaders of the Congress. [India Today]
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16 July 2019

Even though the Congress currently receives majority support by the state, its position is uncertain. It only won by a sheer margin in last year’s
Assembly elections, and this was only made possible by some support by the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and Samajwadi Party (SP). [India Times]
16 July 2019

India includes death penalty in child abuse law
(kj) To counter the rising prevalence of child sex abuse in India, the Union Cabinet has officially accepted 14 amendments to the Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act. Most notably, the death penalty has been newly incorporated for cases of “aggravated penetrative
sexual assault of children”. Fines and imprisonment have also been freshly instituted to mitigate the generation and transmission of child
pornography. [India Today] [The Daily Star]
Instituted in 2012, the POSCO Act aims to address the problem of child sexual abuse by furnishing strict legal provisions. The act highlights
various categories of sexual abuse, such as penetrative, non-penetrative, sexual harassment and child trafficking. The prescribed punishment
under the Act depends on the severity of the offence. [First Post]

23 July 2019

India launches mission to the Moon
(ls/kj) India has successfully launched its second-ever mission to the Moon. The unmanned Chandrayaan-2 mission is not scheduled to arrive
at the Moon until late August, reaching its destination by increasingly raising its orbit as it continually loops around Earth. The United States’
Apollo missions, by comparison, flew straight to the Moon in three days. [ Forbes]
The launch came after a suspension just a week ago due to an apparent fuel leak. [AiR 16/7/2019] Given the complexity of the mission, experts
argue that complications are bound to happen. They add that it was a wise decision to postpone the launch rather than running the risk of
failure. Prime Minister Narendra Modi has further revealed plans to launch a manned space mission by 2022 as well as intentions to target
commercial satellite and orbiting settlements. [The Times of India]

23 July 2019

India: Draft bill prohibiting cryptocurrency underway
(kj) Responding to questions in the Rajya Sabha — the upper house of the Indian legislature — India’s Minister of State for Finance Anurag
Thakur announced there is no law explicitly banning the use of cryptocurrencies yet. [ Coin Telegraph] He added that relevant authorities and
law enforcement agencies, such as the enforcement directorate and income tax authorities, shall enact penalties in accordance to the relevant
existing laws. [Inc 42]
However, a draft bill prohibiting cryptocurrency has been underway for some time. The drafting process is led by Economic Affairs Secretary
Subhash Chandra Garg. The draft states that any interaction with cryptocurrencies, such as holding and selling, can potentially lead to 10 years
behind bars. On top of making cryptocurrencies entirely illegal, the bill makes holding of cryptocurrencies a non-bailable offence. [Live Mint]
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A cryptocurrency is a digital currency that employs cryptography for security purposes. It is largely based on Blockchain technology, which is
supported by different networks of computers. Amongst cryptocurrencies, Bitcoin is the most popular globally. [ NDTV]

India's parliament approves changes to right to information law despite protests

30 July 2019

(kj) A change to India’s Right to Information (RTI) law has been passed by India’s parliament despite significant resistance from activists, who
argue that the amendment will take away independence from commissioners who administer the RTI law. [Channel News Asia]
The RTI law was enacted back in 2005, and grants citizens the power to obtain information from public sectors. The update will empower the
government to determine the salary and term length of information commissioners, who are the final authorities to which citizens can petition
to acquire information. [The Hindu] Prior to the change, information commissioners had five-year terms and their salaries were equivalent to
India’s election commissioners. Activists are concerned that the amendment will threaten the autonomy of information commissioners, since
they are now “beholden to the government”. The government, however, dismisses such allegations. It argues that the change is necessary
since information and election commissioners have varying responsibilities. [Reuters]
Opposition members denounced the move and contend that the Union government is weakening the law through gathering control over the
working commissioners. An appeal was made by the opposition to refer the bill to the parliamentary committee for consideration. Upon
rejection of the appeal, the opposition staged a walkout from parliament. [Live Mint]
06 August 2019

India criminalises Muslim practice of instant divorce
(kj) The upper house of Indian parliament, Rajya Sabha, has passed a Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Marriage) Bill to cease the
centuries-old Muslim practice of "triple talaq”, which allows men to instantly divorce their wife. This is after two years since the Supreme Court
denounced the practice for violating constitutional rights of Muslim women. The bill makes the practice punishable, with up to three years in
jail. [Aljazeera] [Times of India]
The approval of the law was a triumph for India's Hindu nationalist Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who calls it a “historic day” in which "a
historical wrong done to Muslim women" has been corrected. This is despite objections from the opposition, who claimed that the bill could
be used to harass Muslim men. The opposition further accuses the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) for targeting Muslim identity, arguing that the
new law forces women to stay within a dysfunctional marriage. Other political parties and campaigners are significantly divided over the bill.
Those who are against it, including some Muslim women, contend that it is uncommon to criminalise divorce. Some also argue that the state
is in no position to regulate marital affairs. [The Guardian] [BBC]
A day after the announcement of the bill, petitions have been raised by an advocate and a Kerala-based Muslim organisation to challenge the
bill in the Supreme Court and the Delhi High Court respectively. They argue that the law violates the basic rights of Muslim husbands. It was
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also added that a "welfare oriented legislation" would not aim to make marital discord a crime and direct the criminalisation to a single
community. [India Today]
06 August 2019

Indian Parliament approves minimum wage law
(kj) The Indian parliament has approved a bill to introduce minimum wage for every worker, in addition to addressing other labour problems
such as late payments. More generally, the Code on Wages Bill will aim to update and consolidate wage and bonus laws. Four labour laws —
Minimum Wages Act, Payment of Wages Act, Payment of Bonus Act and Equal Remuneration Act — will be subsumed. The government has
also approved 17 out of 24 proposals by the Standing Committee responsible for scrutinising the similar bill passed in the previous Lok Sabha.
[NDTV]
The bill will result in all workers in the country will have access to minimum wages. India's minimum wage is 176 Indian rupees ($3) for an
eight-hour work day. Previously, local authorities had the ability to determine lower rates, and at least six states have been reported to do so.
According to Labour Minister Santosh Kumar Gangwar, the new bill will benefit about 500 million workers in the country. [India Today]
However, opposition lawmakers argue that the bill remains ineffective in ensuring fair wages to workers. This means that millions of people
will continue living in “sub-human conditions”. Labour activists also highlighted that many workers remain susceptible to exploitation,
especially those employed through contractors, which is common in brick kilns and tea plantations. [ The Daily Star]

06 August 2019

Ex-Maldives VP seeks political asylum in India - India refuses him entry
(jk) Former Maldivian vice-president Ahmed Adeeb Abdul Ghafoor has sought political asylum in India citing risk to his life in his native home.
His convictions were overturned in May this year after the court ruled the trial that concluded three years ago should be repeated due to
undue political influence. He was temporarily released from prison. He was initially convicted on corruption charges and for an alleged attempt
to assassinate then President Abdulla Yameen in 2015. [ Times of India] India has however refused him entry and Maldives police on the weekend
said they had arrested him upon his return. [Straits Times]

13 August 2019

Bar Council of India imposes three-year moratorium on new law colleges
(kj) Having observed the unregulated proliferation of law colleges in India, the Bar Council of India (BCI) has introduced a three-year
moratorium on the establishment of new law institutions. The only exceptions, however, are national law universities proposed by a state.
This move follows BCI’s urgent call for the improvement of India’s legal education, in light of its deteriorating standards. BCI claims that it will
focus on improving existing law colleges as well as terminate those that lack adequate infrastructure or faculty. [ The Tribune] [The New India
Express]
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Previously, a comparable move had been made in 2016 to curb the increasing number of law colleges. However, many colleges continue to
obtain approvals and affiliations, and when BCI rejected those affiliations, many institutions brought the case to court to obtain orders against
BCI. BCI believes that the ban will prove to be more effective this time. [Hindustan Times]
13 August 2019

India: Sonia Gandhi back as interim leader of India’s Congress
(jk) Sonia Gandhi, who had led Congress prior to handing the leadership to her son in 2017, citing health problems, was appointed interim
leader over the weekend until a new president is elected. [Live Mint] Rahul Gandhi and several other senior Congress leaders resigned from
office about a month after PM Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party crushed the Congress Party in the general elections earlier this year.

India to hold state assembly elections in Jammu & Kashmir; India enforces tight security
(jk/kj) Following the end of Kashmir’s special status [AiR 6/8/2019] by revoking article 370 and article 35a of the Indian constitution (defining
who can become a permanent resident of Kashmir), India has announced intentions to hold state assembly elections in Jammu & Kashmir in
the near future.
In a media broadcast, Prime Minister Narendra Modi positively portrayed the ending of Kashmir’s special status, claiming that the federal
government will introduce more economic opportunities. He also mentioned that the people of Jammu and Kashmir will retain their ability to
choose their leaders and ministers. Kashmir will regain its special status once the law-and-order situation improves. Further, Modi remarked
that the repeal will allow women, minorities and students to receive legal benefits, just like the rest of India. [Reuters] [Malay Mail] [Free
Malaysia Today] Notwithstanding, many Kashmiris will fear that in particular the revocation of article 35a will set in motion a long-term
demographic shift in the region, away from the Muslim-majority make-up that has thus far been at the core of the region.
Pakistan denounces the revocation of Article 370 and regards it as a breach of international law. Pakistan has taken steps to impose diplomatic
pressure on India, such expelling India's ambassador in Islamabad, suspend bilateral trade, review bilateral arrangements, halting its primary
train service to India and banning Indian films . [CNBC] [Aljazeera] [CNN] Pakistan has also said it will put pressure on the United Nations Security
Council to intervene on the issue of Kashmir after its Foreign Minister eased worries slightly in saying that Pakistan was not considering military
actions [South China Morning Post]. Pakistan has some leverage in that it could decide to complicate matters for example for the US'
Afghanistan withdrawal by wielding its influence over the Afghan Taliban should the US be too sympathetic towards the Indian perspectives
on the matter. Be that as it may, the two nuclear armed states have gone to war over the issue before and in Pakistan, the army has often
been making its own foreign policy.
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13 August 2019

Meanwhile, India continues to impose stringent security in Kashmir. During the recent Muslim holiday of Eid al-Adha, key mosques were shut
down and surrounded by soldiers. Hundreds of people in Kashmir shouted anti-India slogans, but authorities contained the area and subdued
the protests. [Reuters] [The Wall Street Journal] [Gulf Times]
The population of Indian Administered Kashmir (around 8 million people) remains under a complete communications blackout which was put
in place just before the announcement to revoke article 370 was made. The Indian government remains adamant that the situation in Kashmir
is calm. The [BBC] reported, however, that a group of thousands protesting the change in status were met by police using tear gas.
20 August 2019

India: Amendment to Anti-Terror Law
(jk) The Indian Parliament earlier this month approved the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Amendment Bill, 2019 that seeks to amend the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act from 1967. It is an amendment to an anti-terror law, giving powers to the central government to designate
individuals rather than organizations as terrorists and seize their properties.
The bill faced stern opposition based on the fact that the provision can be easily misused by the government against its critics and can lead to
a number of human rights violations. The designation of individuals is the main bone of contention, but the Home Minister has assured that
the government would never misuse its provisions, that there will be sufficient scrutiny before any designation and that the bill will only help
to combat terrorism. [Rajya Sabha TV]

20 August 2019

India reimposes some curbs in Kashmir as protests continue
(jk/td) Indian authorities reimposed restrictions on movement in parts of Kashmir after overnight clashes between residents and police in
which Indian troops fired tear gas, irritant pepper grenades and pellets to disperse protesters.
Despite promises to ease restrictions imposed on the region after the weekend [ Wire], there are currently no sign of detainees being released
or internet and mobile phone services being restored. [Reuters] [CNN News]
AFP reports that thousands of people have been detained over fears of more outbreaks of unrest, including more than 4 000 under the Public
Safety Act, allowing authorities to imprison people for up to 2 years without charge. Many detainees are flown out of Kashmir as prisons are
at their maximum capacity. [Straits Times]
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27 August 2019

India: Opposition leader arrested for corruption
(ls/td) Investigators of India’s Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) last week arrested Palaniappan Chidambaram, a key opposition Indian
National Congress party leader and former finance minister, in a suspected money laundering case. Chidambaram denies the allegation and
accuses Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government of pursuing a political vendetta. [ Straits Times]
A group of about 150 lawyers urged the Supreme Court Bar Association to look into the case. The argue that Chidambaram being denied
“urgent” listing of his anticipatory bail plea and his arrest suggested that “the rule of law and democracy are in peril”. [Telegraph India]

03 September 2019

India: Assam declares about 2 million people stateless
(ls) Over the weekend, the Indian state of Assam published a citizenship list aimed at removing “foreign infiltrators”. The publication of the list
left almost two million people stateless. Most of those excluded were expected to be Muslim. The government aims to replicate the process
nationwide. Assam has long seen large influxes from Bangladesh, particularly in the country’s 1971 war of independence. Only those who can
demonstrate that they or their forebears were in India before 1971 could be included in the list. [ South China Morning Post]
The persons concerned may well end up in a limbo of statelessness. Bangladesh’s Foreign Minister AK Abdul Momen already declared that
people who were left off the citizen register in India’s Assam are not Bangladeshi. “Under no circumstances, Bangladesh would be affected,”
he said. [Daily Star]
The development needs to be seen against the background of the pro-Hindu – and, vice-versa, anti-Muslim – policies of the governing Bharatiya
Janata Party, which is also in power in Assam. In January, India’s lower house passed legislation that grants citizenship to people who moved
to India from neighboring countries as recently as six years ago, but only as long as they are not Muslims.
Rajshree Chandra, professor at the University of Delhi, describes how legal-constitutional, legal-exceptional and extra-legal measures are
employed by the Indian government to confront “the Other”. [The Wire]

03 September 2019

India: Anti-lynching Act passed in West Bengal
(ls) In India’s state of West Bengal, the West Bengal (Prevention of Lynching) Bill, 2019 was passed into legislation. It aims to “provide effective
protection of the Constitutional rights of vulnerable persons and to prevent the lynching” of innocents. In particular, it introduces the death
penalty as a punishment for cases in which a person dies. The new law comes in the aftermath of a string of incidents of people getting beaten
to death over rumors of cattle smuggling and child theft. The Act also has provisions for dealing with “dissemination of offensive material” that
may lead to mob violence. [India Today]
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India: New hope for child rights after tough sentence for human trafficker

03 September 2019

(td) In India, a human trafficker who trafficked several boys for forced labor has been awarded a rare life sentence. The region Rajasthan has
about 250,000 child workers. Manufacturers often favor children for bead work and intricate embroidery. In January, a state-supported
campaign against child exploitation started, with new checks at stations, awareness campaigns and a more systematic approach to fighting
legal cases. [Reuters]
03 September 2019

India to outlaw several single-use plastic products
(td) India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi plans to scrap plastics by 2022 and sets to launch the campaign with a ban on six items on 2 October
this year. These include plastic bags, cups, plates, small bottles, straws and certain types of sachets. While some Indian states already have
outlawed polythene bags, Modi plans on taking further steps towards freeing India of single-use plastic as worldwide concerns are growing
about plastic pollution, with a particular focus on the oceans, where nearly 50% of single-use plastic products end up, killing marine life and
entering the human food chain. [Reuters] [Indian Express]

10 September 2019

India: Another Congress leader arrested for money-laundering
(td) Last week, protests broke out in several parts of Karnataka in India following the arrest of senior Congress leader D K Shivakumar by the
Enforcement Directorate in New Delhi in connection with a money laundering case. [ The Hindu Business Line] [NDTV] Three weeks ago,
investigators of India’s Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) already arrested Palaniappan Chidambaram, another key opposition Indian
National Congress party leader and former finance minister, in a suspected money laundering case.

10 September 2019

India’s moon mission ends in failure, but NASA offers cooperation
(ls) Shortly before landing on the surface of the moon, India’s robotic lander Vikram, which is part of the Chandrayaan-2 mission, lost contact
with ground control. A successful landing would have made India just the fourth country to touch down anywhere on the lunar surface, and
only the third nation to operate a robotic rover there. Nevertheless, the Chandrayaan-2 mission’s orbiter remains safely in lunar orbit, with a
year-long scientific mission ahead of it. [National Geographic]
The US space agency Nasa, however, said it was “inspired” with the Chandrayaan-2 mission and that it was ready for a joint exploration of the
solar system. Nasa’s contributed a laser reflector array on board Vikram which was meant to track the lander’s location and calculate the
distance between Earth and Moon. [Times of India]
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India: Senior pro-India politician Farooq Abdullah arrested in Jammu and Kashmir

24 September 2019

(ls/td) In India, the former chief minister of the Indian-administered Jammu and Kashmir Farooq Abdullah was arrested under the Public Safety
Act (PSA) that allows authorities to imprison someone for up to two years without charge or trial. Abdullah is a senior pro-India Kashmiri
politician. He has been under house arrest since 5 August when Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's government stripped Kashmir of its
special status and imposed a security lockdown. [Time]
In April, Abdullah had warned that India was "on a precipice" as far as the Kashmir crisis was concerned. His detention and the crackdown
against Congress party members in Indian-administered Kashmir indicate a further shrinking of New Delhi's allies in the region. The Abdaullah
family is close to India's Nehru-Gandhi family, which leads the main opposition Congress party. [Al Jazeera]
In a separate development, Congress president Sonia Gandhi and former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh visited former Finance Minister
Chidambaram in jail. Chidambaram was arrested by the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) on 21 August in what some observers as a
continued crackdown on opposition politicians. [India Today]
24 September 2019

India bans e-cigarettes
(ls) The Indian government has approved an ordinance banning production, import, distribution and sale of electronic cigarettes. The decision
was taken due to possible health risks to the youth. The government is expected to replace the ordinance with a bill in the next session of
Parliament. India has 106 million adult smokers, second only to China in the world, making it a lucrative market for firms making e-cigarettes.
[Indian Express]

24 September 2019

India: Major reform of water governance
(ls) In possibly the most ambitious change to India’s water governance since the founding of the country in 1947, the central government is
pushing to bring all inter-state river basins under its control in order to end India’s long history of inter-state water disputes. The new law
would allow the central government to take over management of inter-state river basins from state governments, starting with the 13 largest
basins. This has led to a sharp response by many water activists and some state governments, who point to the successes of the decentralization
of water management. The Daily Star reports on the backgrounds. [Daily Star]
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01 October 2019

India: States election dates announced
(jk) The two BJP-ruled Indian states of Maharashtra and Haryana will see assembly elections alongside a number of by-elections next month
on 21 October. It will be the first election since PM Modi's huge win at the general elections earlier this year and will provide an indicator as
to his popularity, in particular after the Jammu and Kashmir decision and his continued Hindu nationalist policies. [The Economic Times]

01 October 2019

Jammu-Kashmir: Block Development Council elections on October 24
(td) In a first major test to the prevailing security situation in Jammu-Kashmir, the state’s Chief Electoral Officer announced that elections for
the chairpersons of Block Development Councils will be held on October 24.
The Block Development Council forms the second tier of the Panchayat Raj system. All the 23,629 panches and 3,652 sarpanches of the
Panchayats will vote to elect the chairperson of the Block Development Council. There is a total of 316 blocks.
In 2018, Panchayat elections were held in nine phases — from November 17 to December 11 — in J&K. Kashmir’s mainstream political parties,
including the PDP and NC, had boycotted the elections. The top leadership of PDP and NC are currently under detention.
Home Minister Amit Shah said: “The decision on Article 370 will strengthen the unity and integrity of India,” adding the situation in Jammu
and Kashmir will be completely normal soon.
The Valley has been under a security clampdown since August 5 when the Centre modified the provisions of Article 370 to revoke the special
status granted to Jammu and Kashmir by the Indian Constitution. J&K was also bifurcated and reduced to a Union Territory. ( Indian Express)

08 October 2019

India: Reports and opinions on Mahatma Gandhi’s 150th birthday
(ls) On the occasion of the 150th anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi’s birthday last week, several perspectives on the celebrations but also
Gandhi’s life and legacy for Indian politics and society have been published. India Today brought an overview of the commemorative
ceremonies in which politicians from all camps to part. [India Today] Al Jazeera offered a DPA piece on the (ir)relevance of Gandhi’s teachings amid
the rise of Hindu nationalism and ongoing attacks against minorities. [Al Jazeera] And Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi wrote an article for
the New York Times on “Why India and the World Need Gandhi”. [New York Times]

15 October 2019

India's economic slowdown continues
(jk) India’s central bank has adapted its forecast for the country’s economic growth to 6.1 per cent for this year, down from a previous
estimate of 6.9 per cent and has cut interest rates for the fifth time in a year last week. In an attempt to stop the economy from its
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continuing deceleration, PM Modi last month announced a hefty corporate tax cut from 30 to 22 per cent and moves to privatise some staterun businesses. [Financial Times]
15 October 2019

India: Nationwide protests against RCEP launched
(jk) An organisation close to the Hindu-nationalist movement and the ruling BJP party has announced a 10-day protest in India against the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP). [Live Mint]
India has a number of concerns regarding the trade-deal, including that a liberalisation would crush domestic manufacturers and industries
while allowing too many - in particular Chinese goods - to flood its market. Other issues include the local storage of personal data in ecommerce and what type of regulations should govern data storage within RCEP. [South China Morning Post]

22 October 2019

Kashmir: Increased violence, continued blocking of mobile services
(ls) In a recent spate of violence in Kashmir, Indian security forces killed three separatists, while suspected militants shot dead two people on
Wednesday. In a separate incident in south Kashmir’s Pulwama district, suspected militants killed a migrant worker from central India. [Reuters
1]
Over the weekend, India claimed that Pakistan shot across the border in northern Kashmir’s Tangdhar region, killing two Indian soldiers and
one civilian. On the other side, the Pakistani Armed Forces said that one of its soldiers and three civilians had died by shots from Indian forces.
As a consequence, Islamabad summoned the Indian envoy and offered to have diplomats from the U.N. Security Council’s five permanent
members visit the border. [Reuters 2]
Meanwhile, after more than two months, Indian authorities briefly lifted its blocking of mobile telecommunication services in the Kashmir
valley, allowing the region’s roughly seven million people again to use their cellphones for calls. Internet services remained blocked.
[Washington Post] However, only a few hours later, the services were stopped again as a “precautionary measure”. [The Hindu]
Earlier last week, over a dozen women, including former Jammu and Kashmir Chief Minister Farooq Abdullah's sister and daughter were
arrested for holding a sit-in in Srinagar against the ending of the state's special status. The women academicians and activists, most of them
aged between 60 and 80 years, were released on Thursday after furnishing personal bonds. Farooq Abdullah has been placed under house
arrest and charged under the Public Safety Act. [NDTV]
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India: BJP does a little worse than expected in state elections
(jk) India saw two state elections last week for which the results show that the ruling BJP fared slightly worse than many had expected after it
swept to victory for Modi's second term not long ago. Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party is leading in the western state of Maharashtra, home to
Mumbai, but it ended up with fewer seats than in the previous state election in 2014.
In the northern state of Haryana, many of the BJP's ruling ministers lost their seat and the party failed to win a majority. Congress, although
behind the BJP, is looking at doubling its seats there and may even throw its hat in the ring to forge an alliance that could form the government.
[The Economic Times] [India Today 1 , India Today 2]
Incidentally, in Jammu and Kashmir local body elections in which a small number of elected representatives voted for higher body officials
were held amid a largely continuing communications lockdown. The elections were boycotted by the main opposition parties, including the
Indian Congress. [Straits Times]

05 November 2019

India to build nation-wide face recognition system
(ls) The Indian government has started the procurement procedure for its planned National Automated Facial Recognition System which is
aimed to provide a centralized database for police forces across its 28 states. Once in place, it will be the world’s largest facial recognition
system. According to current plans, the connected database will draw on images from existing records of prisoners, photos in passports, and
“any other image database” with any entity. The Indian parliament did not debate the issue so far. [ Straits Times 1]
Meanwhile, several professors, journalists, human rights lawyers and activists have been the victim of a hacking attack that compromised
several WhatsApp accounts, enabling the hackers to monitor chats. The attacks appear to have been conducted with use of the spyware
Pegasus, which was also used to hack into the phones of around 1,400 users globally over two weeks in May. Opposition leaders and critics
accused the Modi government of being caught snooping, a charge dismissed by officials. [Straits Times 2]

12 November 2019

India's Supreme Court awards Hindus control of disputed religious site
(jk) India's Supreme Court has awarded Hindus control of a disputed religious site in the town of Ayodhya for the construction of a temple and
given Muslims five acres of land "somewhere else" to build a mosque. The ruling upset many Muslims in the country who continue to face
unfavourable treatment by a Hindu-dominant government in Delhi.
The case was described as a landmark verdict and led to heightened security alerts across the country. The ruling "settles" a decades-old
dispute between Muslims and Hindus which, in 1992 led to the destruction of a Mosque that was built on the land in question by Hindu mobs,
triggering nationwide religious violence that killed about 2,000, mostly Muslim Indians. [ South China Morning Post]
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India: farmers and manufacturers welcome PM Modi's move to reject RCEP trade deal

12 November 2019

(jk) While many observers over the past week have focused on India and how they think it was a bad decision for India not to join RCEP [ Asia in
Review, No. 45, November/2019, 1 ], mainly for geopolitical reasons such as reduced influence in Asia and comparable to US President Trump's decision
on the TPP withdrawal, India's farmers and manufacturers who were afraid of Chinese competition and feared a flooding of the Indian market
with cheap Chinese imports largely celebrated the move. [Straits Times]
19 November 2019

India: BJP not forming government in state of Maharashtra
(ls) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) will not form the government in the western state of
Maharashtra, which is the most well-off Indian state. Though the BJP emerged as the winner of the state election last month, in-fighting
between the BJP and the Shiv Sena party has culminated in the former allies parting ways. Shiv Sena is now trying to form a government with
support of opposition parties, including the Congress. Observers see in the development the first major political blow to Modi’s ruling party
since its landslide victory in the May general election. [Reuters]
The development is remarkable because Shiv Sena is a right-wing Hindu party, and its base has been traditionally anti-Congress. Shiv Sena and
the Congress would therefore indeed be strange bedfellows. However, observers note that most Indian parties have proved to be masters of
realpolitik in pursuit of power. Unlikely alliances have been forged as quickly as they have fallen apart. [BBC]

26 November 2019

India: Modi's BJP celebrates a comeback in the state of Maharashtra
(jk) After it looked certain that India's ruling BJP party would not form the government in the state despite winning the state election last
month due to in-fighting between the BJP and the Shiv Sena party, the BJP is back in government as per announcement this past weekend.
Shiv Sena, who quit the partnership with the BJP was looking to be the party to govern in partnership with the centre-left Indian National
Congress, and the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP). Instead, the NCP was convinced in the end to form a government with the BJP which was
announced on Saturday. Both BJP and NCP hope now that their deal will be upheld by their representatives in parliament, but for now, it looks
like the BJP will govern after all. [India Today]
Opposition members of the Indian Congress object to the deal and have raised the issue to be discussed in the federal parliament. [Livemint]

India: Breathtaking finale in Maharashtra government formation sees BJP lose
(ls) Reversing last week’s news about the formation of a Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led government in India’s prosperous Maharashtra state,
BJP’s already sworn-in chief minister Devendra Fadnavis resigned on Tuesday. This move came after the Supreme Court on Monday had
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stepped in following a petition filed by the opposition alliance. It ordered a test vote in the legislature so that Fadnavis could prove his majority.
This vote, however, was won by the opposition, consisting of Shiv Sena, the Congress and the Nationalist Congress Party. Before the vote,
several MPs changed their allegiances in high frequency. Political analysts describe the developments in Maharashtra as unprecedented. To
prevent further defections, the opposition alliance took away mobile phones and confined MPs in hotel rooms. [Straits Times] [The Hindu]
Since last year, the BJP has been removed from several state governments. Though Prime Minister Narendra Modi celebrated a landslide
victory in this year’s federal elections, key states have been lost. Maharashtra is considered particularly important due to its elevated economic
and financial status. [The Wire]

India's lower House of Parliament passes controversial Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB)

10 December 2019

(jk) The CAB seeks to amend the Citizenship Act of 1955. It is, according to the opposition, unconstitutional as it is making religion a basis for
citizenship and therefore violates guarantees of equality.
The bill aims to grant citizenship to people who illegally migrated to India from Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan - unless they are Muslim.
The proposed bill was first introduced into Parliament in 2016, but was met with violent anti-migrant protests in particular in north-eastern
India.
In addition to anti-migrant sentiments, opposing lawmakers claim the bill is part of the government's agenda to marginalise Muslims. The
government however says the bill is meant to help refugees fleeing from prosecution.
The bill was passed in the Lok Sabha this week and will now be passed on to the upper House, where the Bharatiya Janata Party does not have
a majority. [Al Jazeera] [BBC]

India: Violence against women and cases of self- or extrajudicial justice are commonplace, highlighted by two incidents this past 10 December 2019
week
(jk) India is a country with notoriously high crime rate, in particular against women, including many public officials and MPs with serious criminal
records and an equally notoriously slow justice system. Two violent incidents that received a lot of publicity occurred last week, highlighting
both problems.
In one case, a woman who was on her way to attend a court hearing regarding her alleged rape has been set on fire by a gang of men before
she could board the train taking her to the court. The gang that set her on fire and with that, caused her death, included the alleged rapists.
The case has caused many to point at the government for failing to protect more vulnerable members of society. [The Guardian]
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A second case, another case of gang-rape, highlights support by the population and even the police to deliver "justice" outside of the legal
system. Four alleged rapists have been shot by police during a so-called re-enactment of the crime - an act which drew outburst of applause
by many at the scene.
According to the police, the alleged rapists were planning to escape, human rights groups however are suspicious and point towards evidence
that such extra-judicial police killings are not uncommon. The support by police and many members of the pubic as displayed after this incident
is a worrying trend towards a "swifter" way of delivering "justice".
"Over the decades extrajudicial killings and custodial torture have assumed legal sanctity in India,” according to a Supreme Court lawyer and
founder of the Human Rights Law Network. [The South China Morning Post]
The National Human Rights Commission has since begun an investigation into the incident, fearing it would send "the wrong message to the
public". [The Straits Times]
10 December 2019

India continues to discuss Personal Data Protection Bill
(jk) While the first draft of the bill was published last year, it has now been cleared by the Cabinet and will be presented to Parliament "soon".
But even once taken up by parliament, many believe it will be a while for the law to come into effect as it will likely first be reviewed and
discussed further by expert committees or special panels.
Amongst the latest discussions on the bill that have surfaced is a potential requirement for social media companies to offer an option for
verifying the identity of its users. As per the latest draft, it would however not be mandatory for users to identify. [ The Straits Times]

India Citizen Amendment Bill is met with violent protest and diplomatic rebukes
(ls/lf) South Asia’s major political issue continues to be India’s Citizen Amendment Bill (CAB) which was passed in the Upper house last week.
[Asia in Review, No. 50, December 2019, 2] The enactment has caused widespread protests across the country.
Especially, India´s Northeastern Provinces (which border with Bangladesh) have been hit hard with protests. In Assam, six people have been
killed over the protest and the biggest city (Guwahati) has been under curfew for days. Assam is one of India's most diverse provinces and has
long struggled with its pluralistic identity. Protest against immigrants go back decades and have reached a new high. In New Delhi
demonstrations between students and police have also clashed violently. India’s Muslim population fears further marginalisation. [Al Jazeera] [BBC]
[Reuters]
In recent years India has seen Hindu nationalism on the rise. CAB is feared to be another step to remake India as a Hindu national state. The
uprisings in Assam have to be seen in context with the citizenship list published earlier this year that has left 2 million people stateless, mostly
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Muslims in Assam [for more information [Asia in Review, No. 36 September 2019, 1]. The images of students and Muslims coming under attack by police
may provide a rare national rallying point for discontent. [Guardian]
The United Nations has described the bill as “fundamentally discriminatory in nature”, while the country’s opposition has characterized it as
“unconstitutional”. Several states, including Punjab, Kerala, West Bengal, Chhattisgarh and Madhya Pradesh, have indicated they will not
enforce the new laws, leading the way for what could be a long legal battle in the country’s Supreme Court. [ VOA] [Lowy Institute]
Over the protest both Japan’s Prime Minister Abe and Bangladesh’s Foreign Ministers have postponed their visits to India. Bangladesh Foreign
Minister A. K. Abdul Momen said the law "weakens India's historic character as a secular nation", and rejected assertions that minorities faced
religious persecution in Bangladesh. New Delhi and Dhaka generally enjoy close ties, particularly under the leadership of Ms Hasina, who has
been in power since 2009. [Reuters] [Straits Times]
Notably, the CAB does not only exclude Muslims from Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan, but also Sri Lankan Tamils, many of whom have
found refuge in Tamil Nadu during Sri Lanka’s civil war that ended in 2009. Almost 62,000 Sri Lankan Tamils still live in around 107 camps
located across Tamil Nadu, and another 36,000 outside the camps. Since the end of the war, only 3,000 refugees went back to Sri Lanka, the
majority staying back in India and now fearing they could be forced to return. [ The News Minute]

India: Government cracks down on internet access amid increasing death toll during protests

24 December 2019

(jk) In the face of ongoing protests against India's citizenship bill [Asia in Review, No. 51, December/2019, 3], heavily criticized by the Congress,
India's main opposition party, but defended by the Modi government [The Straits Times], authorities increasingly use internet shutdowns in
parts of the country in order to stymie the protests.
The actions are part of a larger trend, especially prominent in India, which sees the shutting down of communication channels and the internet
as a whole as an increasingly popular tactic to reign in large protest movements. A civil society coalition concerned with internet shutdowns
globally stated that in 2018 almost 67 per cent of the world’s documented shutdowns occurred in India.
The protests have turned violent last week, leaving thus far at least 23 people dead, according to the police. [South China Morning Post]
31 December 2019

India: Continued protests over Citizen Amendment Act (CAA)
(jk/lf) The nation-wide protests against the CAA [Asia in Review, No. 51, December/2019, 3] continue to unravel across the country into their
third week. As reported last week, Indian authorities have stepped up security measure and cut down on mobile internet in several states. In
Uttar Pradesh (one of India´s most populous states, with 20% of the population Muslim), protest and police backlash have been especially
violent. 19 of the 27 protestors killed during the protests thus far have died there and thousands have been detained. [Al Jazeera]
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For many observers, more is at stake behind the protests than the new CAA. Protestors are concerned about the redefinition of India – a
secular state according to the Constitution - as a Hindu nation, as well as a crackdown on democratic values by what is perceived as a creeping
development towards authoritarian governance.[ The Guardian]
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5. Indonesia
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Indonesia: Quran test for presidential candidates?

01 January 2019

(dql) The Council of Preachers Association in Indonesia’s Sharia Law-ruled Aceh has extended written invitations to both presidential candidates
of the 2019 presidential election – incumbent office holder Joko Widodo and his contender Prabowo Subianto – to attend a Quran recitation
test in the capital of Aceh province on January 15. The test is believed by the Council to be important to show the true image of the presidential
candidates. Critics, however, dismissed the test as unnecessary and as a dangerous move to politicize religion. [ VOA]
01 January 2019

Indonesia: PAN’s founder demanded to pass over leadership
(dql) Indonesia’s National Mandate Party (PAN) is undergoing an internal debate on the party's leadership. Party patron Amien Rais, a vocal
critic of President Joko Widodo, as come under pressure after party co-founders politician Abdillah Toha, lawyer Albert Hasibuan, women’s
activist Zumrotin K. Susilo and writers Goenawan Mohamad and Toeti Heraty signed an open letter demanding Rais to “stop his political
activities and pass the leadership of PAN to next generation”, arguing that he supports presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto who is among
those “politicians who aim to restore the New Order era”. Prabowo is the son-in-law of former president Soharto, founder of the authoritarian
‘New Order’ regime (1966-1998).
PAN secretary-general Eddy Soeparno dismissed the letter as teethless as the five party co-founders were no longer active in politics and with
any followers within the party. [Jakarta Post]

09 January 2019

Indonesia: Electoral campaign for the 2019 elections
(cc) As Indonesia is preparing for crucial elections in April, for which 190 million people will have to vote for their President, Vice-president and
members of the People’s consultative Assembly on the same day, the two main candidates, Joko “Jokowi” Widodo and Prabowo Subianto, for
the presidency are the same than during the 2014 elections, but according to the Jakarta post “the race will not be the same”.
Widodo benefits from his status of incumbent but also received numerous criticisms for his administration. On the other hand, Prabowo,
former general under the ruling of Indonesian dictator Suharto, has broader support from conservative Muslim people but has often been
criticized for politicizing religion. A face-to-face debate is scheduled for January 9. For the moment, the polls still place Widodo in first position
with approximately 50% against 30% for Prabowo. [Asian Review] [Jakarta Post 1] [Jakarta Post 2]
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The non-governmental organization Indonesia Corruption Watch (ICW) published a list of 40 candidates to the upcoming legislative election
who are former corruption convicts. The list announced through the NGO’s twitter account is composed of 40 candidates running either for
the Regional Legislative Councils (DPRD) or the Regional Representatives Council (DPD) and represents 11 different political parties. [Tempo]

Indonesia: Military confiscates book about former Indonesian Communist Party

16 January 2019

(cc) On Tuesday, the Indonesian Military (KPI) seized books on the former Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) from a Bookstore. On December
26, a similar operation led to the confiscation of books considered as “communist propaganda” in East Java. The raids have been qualified as
repressive and illegal by scholars and Human rights advocates according to whom the books are mainly academics. The PKI was banned from
Indonesia through the People’s Consultative Assembly Decree No. 25/1996 and the People’s Consultative Assembly Decree No. 1/2003.
Repression against the communist ideology revives painful memories of mass killings targeting communist following the failed coup attempt
in 1965 orchestrated by the procommunist group the 30th September Movement. The anti-communist purge is one of the main events that
led to the rise of Suharto’s “New Order”. [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Human rights groups call for immediate and unconditional release of KNPB activists

23 January 2019

(cc) On Tuesday, Amnesty International and Yayasan Pusaka have urged the Papua Police “to drop the “rebellion (makar)” charges under Article
106 of Indonesia’s Criminal Code against three Papuan political activists and immediately and unconditionally release them.” [Amnesty
International] The Human rights groups qualified the three activists of “prisoners of conscience”. Yanto Awerkion, Sem Asso and Edo Dogopia,
were charged with Rebellion on January 8, a week after the takeover by the Indonesian Military of the West Papua National Committee (KNPB)
headquarters in Timika which is since used as a TNI-police post. For KNPB spokesperson Ones Suhuniap the sole purpose of the charge is to
justify the police’s seizure of their headquarters. [ The Jakarta Post]

Alleged Bali bombing mastermind to be granted early release on humanitarian grounds
(cc) On Friday, President Widodo announced that Abu Bakar Bashir, the alleged mastermind of the 2002 Bali Bombing, will be granted early
release from prison on humanitarian grounds.
Sentenced in 2010 to 15 years in jail under the anti-terrorism law for links with the Bali Bombing which killed more than 200 people, Bashir (81
years old) is viewed as the spiritual leader of the radical Islamist group Jemaah Islamiah. Often criticized for allegedly criminalizing clerics, Joko
Widodo is seeking a second mandate in the upcoming elections and a legal adviser in his campaign was quoted as saying that “This shows to
the public that it is not correct that Jokowi persecutes or criminalises clerics,”. Bashir’s lawyers said the decision was solely made on
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humanitarian basis, that it was provided for in Indonesian Law and that it was not in any case of “gift” from the President. The announcement
provoked objections from survivors and families of the victims. [Reuters] [Al Jazeera] [Jakarta Post]
23 January 2019

Indonesia: First presidential debate 3 months ahead of crucial elections
(cc) Three months ahead of a major general election, Indonesia’s Presidential candidates Joko Widodo and Prabowo Subianto faced each other
in the first debate on Thursday. In 2014, Widodo won with a small margin against Prabowo, and became the first Indonesian President having
no link with the military or the political elite. While the opinion polls currently give the incumbent a large lead over his rival, the gap is expected
to narrow as 25% of the voters are still undecided. The debate focused on law enforcement, corruption and terrorism.
On the question on how to fight corruption Joko Widodo, most commonly known as Jokowi, said he would put the focus on strengthening
supervision and transparency in the recruitment process, while Prabowo wants to increase the wage of civil servants to resolve “the root of
the problem”. Jokowi also directly attacked Prabowo on corruption citing a report by Indonesia Corruption Watch according to which the
Gerinda Party had nominated at least six former graft convicts as candidates in the legislative election. While the relative silence of Jokowi
running mate, Ma’ruf Amin, a 75-year old Muslim cleric, has been mocked on social media, his “I have nothing to add” when asked if he wanted
to add anything to the President’s statement on Law enforcement and Human Rights seemed to be considered as “one of the most memorable
moments from the debate” and to have raised his popularity among the millennials. [The Jakarta Post] Another key moment of the debate
concerns gender equality as Prabowo stated that “Gender should not be the main concern” as for him female ministers under Jokowi’s
administration have issued harmful policies. [The Jakarta Post 2]
Widodo considers that his team “offers optimism” in contrast to Prabowo who painted a dark future for Indonesia if he is not elected in April
during a speech on Monday. [The Jakarta Globe] Prabowo mainly attacked Widodo on the economy. Regarding Human Rights, for the activist
Andreas Harsono none of the team offered a comprehensive response. [Reuters]
Thursday’s debate was the first of the five debates to be held before the April 17 elections and received various criticisms as the candidates
received a list of questions beforehand. Consequently, the General Elections Commission (KPU) decided to not provide “cheat sheets” for the
next debates. [The Jakarta Post 3]
The next debate will be held on February 17 and will focus on energy, food, natural resources, environment and infrastructure.

30 January 2019

Indonesia: Release of Abu Bakar Bashir cancelled
(lg) The early release of the radical Muslim cleric Abu Bakar Bashir, who is suspected to be mastermind behind the 2002 Bali Bombings, first
announced last week, has been cancelled.
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President Joko Widodo said Tuesday that Abu Bakar Bashir would only be released from jail if he pledged loyalty to the state and its ideology,
after the chief security minister said the decision to release Bashir unconditionally had to be reviewed. Widodo declared further it would only
be a “constitutional release” as long as Bashir fulfils the required conditions, meaning pledging his loyalty to the Pancasila – which he refuses.
Widodo has been criticized for using Bashir’s release as a campaign manoeuvre for the upcoming elections in April to gain support from
religious conservatives. Members of the ruling coalition however expressed concerns Bashir’s release could instead lead to a loss of moderate
and non-Muslim voters. Widodo also faced protests from victims and their families as well as from the Australian government.
30 January 2019

Indonesia: Former Jakarta Governor Ahok released
(lg) Last week, Ahok, the former Governor of Jakarta, has been released from jail. He was sentenced in May 2017 to two years imprisonment
after being found guilty for blasphemy and inciting violence after an incorrectly subtitled video of him went viral and caused huge protests in
the world’s largest Muslim majority country. The video occurred after he mentioned in a speech that political rivals might use verses of the
Koran to say Muslims should not be led by a non-Muslim. His case raised concerns about pluralism and tolerance in the country as well as the
influence of Islam in politics. According to media reports Ahok is unlikely to return to politics but urged supporters to exercise their right to
vote in a letter he had written behind bars. [Reuters]

05 February 2019

Indonesia: Widodo vows to cut corporate taxes if re-elected
(cc) President Joko Widodo reiterated his promise to cut corporate taxes if re-elected in April. While Widodo made a similar pledge in 2016,
corporate profits are still taxed at 25 percent in Indonesia, and 20 percent if the company is publicly listed. Prabowo Subianto, Widodo’s main
opponent for the upcoming election, also vowed to compete with low-tax neighbors like Singapore to attract investors. Widodo’s deputy chief
of staff told reporters that the President “will not wait until October” to start the reform if re-elected. [Reuters]

05 February 2019

Facebook steps up efforts against fake news in Indonesia and Thailand
(ls) Facebook has removed hundreds of Indonesian accounts, pages and groups from its social network after discovering they were linked to
an online group called “Saracen” accused of spreading hate speech and fake news. Police alleged there were financial links between Saracen
and a handful of organizers of 2016 protests against the former governor of Jakarta “Ahok”. However, the Indonesian Supreme Court ruled in
April 2018 that Saracen had not been guilty of spreading hate speech and that the police’s case could not be proven. Indonesia, which is
estimated to be Facebook’s third largest market with over a 100 million users, is currently in the run-up to a presidential election set to take
place in April. [Reuters]
Facebook also announced that it has stepped up efforts in Thailand to take down fake accounts, reduce false news and ban electoral ads
originated from abroad ahead of the March 24 general election. New regional operations centers focused on election integrity will be set up,
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including one in Singapore, to act promptly to stop false news, misinformation, hate speech, voter suppression and election interference.
[Bangkok Post]
CPG’s Lasse Schuldt has taken a look behind the fake news legislation in Southeast Asian countries. He argues that the Southeast Asian region
demonstrates how the debates around fake news laws may allow a deeper look into the respective political and social discourses.
[Verfassungsblog]
05 February 2019

Facebook removes hundreds of Indonesian accounts linked to fake news
(cc) On Friday, Facebook removed hundreds of Indonesian accounts, groups and pages from its platform amid the discovery of ties with an
online syndicate spreading fake news. Facebook’s head of Cybersecurity Policy said on Friday that the accounts were linked to the Saracen
Group, an online syndicate uncovered by the police in 2016 propagating incendiary material online through social media. In April 2018, the
Supreme Court declared Saracen not guilty of spreading hate speech as the case could not be proven. With both Presidential and legislative
elections planned for April 17, the pressure to curb the propagation of fake news and hate speech on social media keeps increasing. Similarly,
WhatsApp has limited options on forwarding messages and Twitter erased about 70 million accounts in mid-2018 related to malicious bots.
[Reuters] [Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Ahok joins the ruling Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P)

12 February 2019

(cc) Former Jakarta governor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama announced on Friday that he is joining the ruling Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle
(PDI-P). Most commonly known under his Chinese nickname Ahok, the Christian politician was recently released after being sentenced to two
years of imprisonment for blasphemy.
The party’s secretary-general said Ahok will not take part in the campaign and a number of people think that his active participation in the
campaign could be a handicap for the President’s campaign as many of those who protested against the former Jakarta governor are supporting
his rival Prabowo. [Straits Times]

Indonesia: Spectre of foreign influence over the ongoing presidential campaign
(cc) A little over two months before election day, the campaign for presidency intensifies and while usually the topic of foreign influence in
Indonesia focuses on China or foreign companies exploiting national resources, President Joko Widodo, often labelled as “foreign puppet”
himself, fired back stating that “[t]here's a campaign team that has been preparing… Russian propaganda, which constantly spews… slander,
sins and hoaxes,” and adding “[d]o not call anyone a foreign puppet, while he himself is a foreign puppet… He has hired a foreign consultant”.
While he did not mention Prabowo explicitly, the former military general is his only challenger for the April 17 election. The Russian embassy
quickly denied the allegations and posted on twitter “We underline that the principal position of Russia is not to intervene in the internal affairs
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and electoral processes of other countries, including Indonesia, which is our close friend and important partner”. Prabowo’s team denied the
involvement of a foreign consultant in the campaign. On Tuesday, President Widodo explained that the term of “Russian propaganda” was
used to describe a campaign strategy and had nothing to do with the Russian government adding that “[t]his is not a matter of state affairs.
President (Vladimir) Putin and I have a very good relationship.” [Straits Times] [The Diplomat]
19 February 2019

Indonesia: Second presidential debate
(cc) Indonesian president Joko Widodo and his challenger for the upcoming elections Prabowo Subianto faced each other in a second televised
live debate on Sunday. Contrary to the first debate, the candidates were not accompanied by their running mates and the election commission
did not provide questions in advance. The two candidates expressed opposing views on infrastructure, energy, agriculture, food, and
environment. Opinion polls still place Widodo and his running mate Maruf ahead. Three more debates are scheduled before the elections and
more than 10% of the registered voters are still reported to be undecided. [Straits Times] [ABC News]

26 February 2019

Indonesia: Second round of presidential debate
(jk) When President Joko Widodo and opposition leader Prabowo Subianto took the stage they were, unlike the first debate, without their
vice-presidential candidates. Although this time around the Election Commission did not give the questions to the two camps prior to the
debate, the general mood is that it was once again a rather lacklustre debate which may not have swung any undecided voters, which allegedly
range from 10 – 20 percent. No clear winner could be made out after the debate and despite the fact that it was a little livelier than its previous
installation, the main complaint was that no greater underlying ideas were raised and discussed that provide any kind of strategic vision and
planning for any of the areas discussed. As mentioned last week, over 90 minutes of debate, views on energy, food, infrastructure, natural
resources and the environment were laid out, although not in much depth due to strict time constraints laid upon the discussants by the
debate’s organisers. [Jakarta Post , Strait Times, The Interpreter]
The impression that the policy content in the rhetorical contestation in Indonesia’s presidential campaign remains very shallow, even if the
candidates are given the time to explain in more depth, is further supported by this [ ISEAS] report analysing the “Contending Rhetoric in
Indonesia’s Presidential Elections”.

Three Indonesians arrested over election video containing false information
(jk) Three Indonesian women have been arrested over an online video that made false claims about what President Joko Widodo would do if
re-elected. In the video, it was claimed that he would legalise gay marriage, ban the call to prayer and force Muslim women to remove the
hijab in public. Widodo has long been struggling to convince more hard-core voters of his “Muslim credentials” which is one of the reasons he
chose Ma’ruf Amin, the 75-year old Muslim cleric as his running mate. Widodo is regularly attacked on this front and the video was another
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attempt to exploit this. Over the past few years in Indonesia, identity politics and religion have often been used to gain political advantage and
to galvanise support or opposition. [Channel News Asia]
If convicted, the women will face up to six years in prison for violating the electronic information law and spreading hate speech. The Indonesian
government has established a new cybersecurity agency last year to monitor the internet for fake news. [SCMP]
12 March 2019

Indonesia ranked 2nd most dangerous place for women in Asia-Pacific
(cc) According to the findings of a research company based in Singapore, Indonesia is the second most dangerous country for women in Asia
and the Pacific. Following the rape and murder of a 14 year-old in 2016, a bill on sexual violence is in discussion in Parliament but religious
conservatives oppose strong resistance, notably on the definition of rape and the criminalization of marital rape. [ Straitstimes]

12 March 2019

Indonesia: Deaths after violence in Papua
(jk) In a clash last week between Indonesian soldiers and a separatist group, three of the soldiers and between seven and ten rebels were
killed. The attack on the soldiers is thought to have been conducted by the National Liberation Army of West Papua, which also claimed
responsibility for an attack on construction workers at a jungle camp last year. [ Channel News Asia]

Indonesia: Amnesty International’s activist arrested for insulting the military

12 March 2019

(cc/jk) Last week a board member of Amnesty International Indonesia was arrested by the Indonesian police for comparing a plan by the
government to allow senior military officers to hold civilian positions in government institutions with the New Order Era under former President
Suharto. He could face up to 18 months imprisonment for intentionally insult a public institution. For Amnesty International, his arrest is “not
only a clear threat to the freedom of speech and expression in Indonesia, but also poses a threat for human rights activists in general".
[Straitstimes]
The plan was alleged to be a regression towards the military’s dual function doctrine which saw military influence in the government
institutionalized. So far, it is supported by President Jokowi and would allow underemployed military personnel to take jobs in ministerial and
civilian institutions. The legislation is still only in the early stages of discussion. [ ATimes]

Indonesia: Key political ally of president Jokowi arrested on corruption charges
(ls) The Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK), Indonesia’s anti-corruption agency, detained the chief of a political party backing President
Joko Widodo’s bid for a second term, just weeks before the nation goes to the polls. The suspect is the Chairman of the United Development
Party, an Islamic party which is among the 10 parties backing Widodo’s bid for re-election in the April 17 election. [Bloomberg]
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26 March 2019

Indonesia: Anti-terrorism operations on the rise
(ls) The wife of an arrested Indonesian militant detonated a bomb that killed herself and her children on Wednesday in North Sumatra inside
a house besieged by the police including the Detachment 88 anti terror squad. Figures from the Indonesian police showed that last year
Detachment 88 killed or detained 396 militants, a record number and a sharp jump from the 176 in 2017. In May last year, a family of six
carried out suicide bombings at three churches in Surabaya in Indonesia’s East Java province during Sunday mass, killing 13 people. [Straits
Times]

Indonesia: Latest survey shows narrower lead for President Widodo to win election

26 March 2019

(cc) A recent survey, conducted between February and March, shows that the coalition supporting President Joko Widodo is losing some
ground on alternative Presidential Candidate Prabowo Subianto. While the incumbent is still ahead with 12 percentage points in the survey, in
the legislative elections too, a big lead has been shrinking. If elected, Widodo might have a smaller majority in Parliament than previously
thought. However, the survey conducted by Kompas shows that approximately 20 percent of voters remain undecided. [ Straitstimes] [Reuters]
26 March 2019

Jakarta opens first MRT line
(jk) Indonesia’s capital has opened its first Mass Rapid Transit System last week, marking a first step towards relieving Jakarta’s infamous traffic
woes. Construction on a second line linking downtown and Jakarta's northern port also began yesterday and more lines are envisioned in the
future in addition to an already operational airport train. The project for the new MRT line was backed by a loan from the Japan International
Cooperation Agency (JICA). [Strait Times]

02 April 2019

Indonesia: Fourth presidential debate ahead of elections
(ls) At the fourth presidential debate ahead of the 17 April presidential and parliamentary elections, Indonesian presidential candidate Prabowo
Subianto and incumbent president Joko Widodo focused on the nation’s defense budget and foreign policy. Prabowo said he would significantly
boost defense spending to better prepare the nation’s armed forces against any external threats, whereas “Jokowi” advocated for bolstering
the technical capability of the forces. Prabowo trails Jokowi, who enjoys high approval rates, by double digit points in most opinion polls.
[Bloomberg]
One dominant topic in this election campaign has been the worry over economic stability and costs of living. The economy has so far fallen
short of Jokowi’s promised figure, the rupiah saw a months-long slump and Indonesia’s budget deficit went up. Another relevant issue has
been religiosity. The same Islamist groups that brought about former Jakarta governor Basuki’s downfall have called on Muslims to vote against
Jokowi and the political parties that backed the former governor. [Straits Times]
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Indonesia response to EU directive on palm oil threatens Paris Agreement on climate

09 April 2019

(cc) Last March the European Commission adopted a directive which aims to end the use of biofuel made out of crops responsible for
deforestation, including palm oil. In response, Indonesia threatened to file a complaint to the World Trade Organization against the directive.
Approximately fifteen percent of Indonesia’s palm exports were headed for the EU last year. Indonesia also menaced to leave the climate pact
adopted at the COP21 in Paris, which for the head of the UN environment agency for Asia and the Pacific, ‘would undermine the Paris
Agreement’. EU-Indonesia economic relations seem to also be deteriorating as imports of European spirits in Indonesia has been slowed down
due to delays in granting import licenses for spirits from Europe. While officials have confirmed the allegations of delays by companies, the
trade ministry’s secretary general explains it by a preference of the Indonesian market for American rather than European alcohol. Malaysia’s
Prime Minister warned that the EU was risking a war trade. [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]
09 April 2019

Indonesia: Allegations of irregularities in voter list
(cc) Prabowo Subianto’s team said it discovered irregularities in the final voter list affecting about 9 percent of the world’s second biggest
democracy. They threatened to take legal action at the constitutional court and to use ‘people power’ through protests. The issue has been
reported to the Electoral Commission. Joko Widodo, the incumbent president and his running mate cleric Ma'ruf Amin are given a comfortable
lead in the polls against former army general Prabowo and Sandiaga Uno. Yet, support for the opposition team seems to be strengthening.
Indonesia’s more than 192 million voters will vote in the elections on April 17. [ Straits Times] [Reuters]

Indonesian Supreme Court confirms blasphemy verdict against Buddhist woman in “call for prayer” case

17 April 2019

(ls) The Supreme Court of Indonesia has upheld a blasphemy verdict against a Buddhist woman convicted for complaining about the volume
of the Muslim call to prayer. The court rejected the appeal by a woman of Chinese descent and resident of a North Sumatran town, and upheld
her 1.5-year prison sentence. The case dates back to 2016 when the woman reportedly said the call for prayer was “too loud” and “hurt” her
ears. She is the first person to be sentenced to prison for complaining about the volume of a mosque’s speakers. [Jakarta Post]

Indonesia elections: Fight over the Muslim vote as early voting has started overseas
(ls) Indonesia’s presidential candidates, incumbent Jokowi Widodo and challenger Prabowo Subianto, increased efforts to attract significant
Muslim votes in the three-day cooling-off period as the nation awaits to cast their votes on Wednesday. Prabowo received an endorsement
from popular Muslim clerics, among them Abdul Somad, the central figure of Indonesia’s born-again Muslims movement called Hijrah.
However, the country’s biggest Muslim organizations, Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah, endorsed incumbent President Joko “Jokowi”
Widodo and his vice-presidential candidate, Ma’ruf Amin. [South China Morning Post]
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Meanwhile, the turnout by unregistered overseas Indonesian voters was bigger than expected as early voting began over the weekend. More
than two million overseas voters are registered on the final voter list. Many failed to cast their ballots because of time constraints as the polling
stations’ opening hours were strictly enforced. [Straits Times]
At the same time, the Indonesian Elections Supervisory Agency (Bawaslu) is investigating possible vote-rigging following the emergence of
video which purportedly shows tens of thousands of pre-marked ballot papers found in Malaysia. The ballots were marked in favor of current
Indonesian president Joko Widodo and electoral ally Davin Kirana. The president’s camp has dismissed the supposed fraud as a smear campaign
designed to discredit his image. [CNN] [South China Morning Post 2]
23 April 2019

Indonesia’s polls unofficial results show Widodo and his coalition in lead
(jk/cc) Following last week major elections, incumbent President Joko Widodo has won 54.55 percent of the votes, according to an unofficial
“quick count”. This did not stop his rival, Prabowo, to declare himself winner, as he did after the last elections in 2014. For him, the quick count
announced is a lie and the real count should be around 60% in his favour. On Wednesday, the former General declared “This is a victory for
the Indonesian people ... I will be and I am already the president of all Indonesians." [ Al Jazeera 1] [Reuters 1] Preliminary assessments show that
areas of largely moderate Muslim communities and religious minorities voted overwhelmingly for Jokowi, but more conservative Muslim
majority areas picked his rival, in particular West Sumatra.
Concerning the legislative elections, according to the quick count, the ruling coalition, which includes the Indonesian Democratic Party of
Struggle won approximately 54% of the votes casted while the parties backing Prabowo won 36%. [Straits Times 1] His Gerindra Party is expected
to be the second-largest party, with around 13%, replacing a member of the ruling coalition, Golkar. Golkar struggled in particular with
corruption cases that implicated some of its lawmakers.
The Election Commission said it could take up to 35 days before the official results are announced, however. While turnout was declining in
previous elections, this time preliminary numbers show approximately 81% of eligible voters have voted. [ Straits Times 2] The winning candidate
will be sworn-in as President in October.

30 April 2019

Indonesia: Anxiety grows over uncertain election results
(ls) Following Indonesia’s presidential elections on 17 April, strong exchanges between the two rival camps over the veracity of the electoral
process continue. Presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto is disputing unofficial exit polls, which have had a reliable track record in the past
three elections, and which show the incumbent Joko Widodo with 54 to 55 per cent of the votes. He made allegations of electoral fraud and
urged the General Elections Commission (KPU) and Bawaslu election supervisory body to investigate and ensure the polls were conducted
fairly. The government has dismissed accusations. [Straits Times]
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Since the election, supporters in both camps have been celebrating victory. In particular, the groundswell of support for Prabowo has fueled
concern over how the millions of people who voted for him might react when the KPU officially announces the results on May 22. Some
observers fear mass riots like in 1998 when people waged large-scale demonstrations that descended into violence and chaos. An estimated
1,200 people died during those days in May, now called “Peristiwa Mei 1998”, which eventually led to the resignation of authoritarian leader
Suharto after 32 years in power. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, thousands of polling stations across Indonesia are expected to hold revotes to make up for technical errors that reportedly caused
problems in dozens of provinces nationwide. The KPU received revote or voting extension requests from 2,700 polling stations in 31 provinces.
However, he polling stations that filed reports comprise only 0.3 percent of the total 813,350 polling stations that operated on the day of the
election. [Jakarta Post]

Indonesian Rally in Jakarta as Widodo government rejects Prabowo’s continued election fraud allegations

14 May 2019

(ls) Thousands of people supporting presidential contender Prabowo Subianto rallied in Jakarta on Friday to protest the preliminary results of
last month’s presidential election that show Joko Widodo as the winner of a second term as president. While election authorities have until
22 May to announce the official result of the April 17 election, the count as it stands shows Widodo with a double-digit lead. [Bloomberg]
The government as well as independent observers have rejected Prabowo’s allegations of widespread voter fraud. The government also set
up a national legal team to study verbal attacks, curses, hate speech and defamation made against the government or the general election
commission (KPU). [Straits Times 1]
Meanwhile, the chairman of the opposition National Mandate Party (PAN), Zulkifli Hasan, distanced himself from Prabowo. After meeting with
Widodo, he said that all parties need to reconcile and accept the winner of last month’s presidential election. The remarks have added to
speculation that his party and another opposition party, the Democratic Party led by former president Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, might break
away from the Prabowo camp. If the Democrats and PAN switch sides, Widodo’s coalition could occupy up to 80 percent of the parliament’s
seats. [Straits Times 2]
14 May 2019

Indonesia's planning minister announces capital city move
(jk) Jakarta, a city with a core population of more than 10 million and many more living on its outskirts, is facing serious consequences due to
rising sea levels and sinking land. Current predictions foresee that by 2050, most of North Jakarta could be submerged [BBC 1]. While cities all
over the world are facing similar problems, Jakarta is in addition known for its traffic misery, allegedly costing the country nearly US$7bn each
year and it is one of the fastest-sinking cities, making the problem even more urgent.
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By considering the move, President Jokowi and his cabinet are bringing back ideas that have been floated repeatedly over the past decades.
The idea of a new capital, or one that looks very different from Jakarta today, has been around for a while but was never acted upon. Growing
pressure from the water may however be what will lead to the eventual relocation of government.
Proposals to move to Palangkaraya, a provincial capital on the island of Borneo, surfaced as early as the 1950s and once again, Palangkaraya
is one of the front-runners for a potential move. [BBC 2]
21 May 2019

Indonesia: Jokowi officially named winner of Presidential Election
(jk) Indonesia's General Elections Commission has officially named Joko Widodo as the winner of the Presidential Elections that were held
across Indonesia in April. Although the announcement does not come as a surprise, it is relevant as it draws a line under allegations by the
opposing camp led by former General Prabowo Subianto that the elections were skewed and that the results were somehow not valid. In fact,
even after clear exit polls and preliminary results in favour of Jokowi were published by different reputable and widely trusted organisations,
Prabowo went ahead and declared himself the winner. His camp has alleged vote-rigging and structural problems with the voting at many
polling stations across the country.
While there have undoubtedly been some problems and issues as is almost inevitable with an election of that scale (the elections were in fact
a combination of elections, including some legislative elections), no evidence has been brought forward of systematic vote-rigging [Straits Times]
and it is almost certain that even a recount or a new vote at the problematic polling stations would not altered the outcome. Winning margins
were very clear with official results showing that Jokowi and his running mate Ma’ruf Amin received 85 million votes or 55.5 percent, while
the Prabowo Subianto and Sandiaga Uno secured 68 million (44.5 percent).
Barring legal challenges - the Prabowo camp is still contemplating filing a challenge with the country's Constitutional Court - the KPU will
officially name Jokowi and Ma’ruf as president and vice president later this week. [Jakarta Post] Since results have been announced, thousands
of soldiers and police are stationed around Indonesia’s election commission (KPU) HQ and across Jakarta. Prabowo supporters have announced
they will protest against the results.

28 May 2019

Indonesia: Post-election riots in Jakarta and Papua
(ls) Six people died and more than 700 were injured over several days in Jakarta after protesters clashed with security forces in riots triggered
by mass protests against the re-election of incumbent President Joko Widodo, who triumphed over rival Prabowo Subianto after securing 55.5
per cent of the vote. Thousands gathered at Indonesia’s election supervisory agency on Wednesday, protesting against what they claimed was
widespread fraud in the 17 April presidential poll. Nearly 60,000 security personnel were deployed on to the streets on Thursday. [The Guardian]
[South China Morning Post 1]
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Prabowo has lodged a legal challenge against the result at the Constitutional Court, alleging widespread fraud and claiming Widodo should
have been disqualified. The Election Commission has said there was no evidence of systematic cheating and independent observers have said
the poll was free and fair. The Constitutional Court must make a ruling on any challenge 14 days after it considers the plaintiff has provided
sufficient documentation and the Election Commission should resolve the dispute by June 15. [ Al Jazeera]
More than 300 supporters of a legislative candidate in Papua who claimed he should have won the seat in the local council attacked a district
office. As a result, four people were shot dead by police during the riot. [South China Morning Post 2]
The recent election appears to have polarized Indonesia even more, reviving old divisions in an atmosphere of renewed anxiety about ethnic
and religious identity. Moreover, after the fall of Jakarta’s governor “Ahok” in 2017, some of the Muslim organizations that had formed a
movement to remove him began targeting Jokowi. In response, Jokowi has taken tough measures against them, including giving himself new
powers to ban civil society groups. Many Islamist conservatives who reject Jokowi have since lined up behind Prabowo. [ The Conversation]
During the protests, anti-Chinese images and messages spread rapidly, leading the government to temporarily block or slow the sharing of
photos and videos onto Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp, to halt the spread of false information. Chinese Indonesians living in Jakarta said
they were worried they would once again be a target of mob violence similar to the one in 1998, where mobs attacked Chinese-owned shops,
homes and individuals, leaving more than 1,000 people dead. [South China Morning Post 3]
04 June 2019

Indonesia: Jakarta’s residences sue government for better air quality
(cl) Grouped under the Capital Advocacy Team and represented by the Jakarta Legal Aid Institute (LBH Jakarta), residents are set to file a citizen
lawsuit against the government to the Central Jakarta District Court for the polluted air in Jakarta. A representative stated that they would like
to push the government to take action to address air pollution by creating stricter policies that have a significant impact on reducing air
pollution in the capital. [The Jakarta Post] This is especially as the government had been using the outdated 1999 regulation on air pollution,
which has to be updated with new stipulations given the worsening of air pollution, according to Greenpeace Indonesia climate and energy
campaigners. Citing Article 28H of the 1945 Constitution about the right to live in a healthy environment, another plaintiff commented that
the proliferation of PM2.5 particles, above the World’s Health Organisation’s safe limit, could cause various illnesses such as acute respiratory
infections. [The Straits Times]

11 June 2019

Failed suicide attack in Indonesia
(cl) An Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) sympathiser carrying explosives around his waist was the only casualty of a failed suicide bombing
outside a police post in the Indonesian province of Central Java. The attacker is thought to be a lone-wolf terrorist, and there were no
indications yet that he was working with a terror cell or network. [The Jakarta Post]
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However, the blast occurred on Monday, just two days ahead of Hari Raya, and bears striking similarities to a series of attacks that had occurred
during public holidays. On the eve of Hari Raya in 2016, a suicide bomber attacked a police station in Central Java, killing himself and injuring
an officer. On the first day of Hari Raya in 2017, a policeman on sentry duty was stabbed to death by two assailants. In 2018, four men
reportedly preparing for terror attacks during Ramadan and Hari Raya were shot dead in West Java by counter-terrorism troops. Since these
attacks, National Police chief has called on officers on duty during the long holiday period to remain vigilant to prevent terrorist attacks. [Straits
Times]

Alleged hitman names former Indonesian army general as mastermind of assassination plot

11 June 2019

(cl) A hitman allegedly hired to assassinate four high-profile state officials during riots in Jakarta last month has named former army general as
the mastermind of the plot. One of the suspects apprehended said the murder plot was hatched during a casual discussion at a restaurant in
North Jakarta. In response, the former army general has denied the accusation. He is, however, in custody for offences over illegal arms and
treason in conjunction with rallies held last month to call for the Indonesian President Widodo to be disqualified from the presidential race.
[Tempo]
The alleged plot, aimed at destabilising the country, was first exposed by the national police on May 27th after they arrested 6 suspects who
they said were linked to the riots. The unrest followed the announcement on May 21st by the elections commission that Mr Widodo had won
the April 17th election over his old rival. 8 people died and more than 700 injured. The national police said that the street violence was a
deliberate and coordinated strike, planned through WhatsApp. [The Jakarta Post]
18 June 2019

Indonesia: Jokowi offers Prabowo a Cabinet seat
(ls) According to the Jakarta Globe, Indonesian president Joko "Jokowi" Widodo has been in discussion with Prabowo Subianto to bring the
former army general and his Gerindra party into a ruling coalition, a move which would eliminate any serious opposition in parliament. In
April’s elections, Jokowi’s main supporting party, the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P) led a coalition with 61 percent of the
seats at the House of Representatives. Prabowo, however, is challenging the election result in the Constitutional Court which will hold a hearing
this week. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Constitutional Court upholds President Widodo’s victory over Prabowo in April election
(cl/ls) Prabowo Subianto lost his bid to overturn the result of the presidential election after the nation’s Constitutional Court on Thursday
unanimously rejected allegations of “systematic electoral fraud”. [New York Times] In the nine-hour session, the nine-judge panel described
many of the allegations – including vote buying and that biased civil servants favoured “Jokowi” – as baseless. The court further questioned
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the credibility of witnesses and quality of evidence, stating that Prabowo’s legal team’s submissions comprised mostly photographs and scans
of vote tally forms from unclear sources. [Bloomberg]
In a speech following the ruling, the president called for all Indonesians to unite, regardless of their different political preferences, to advance
the country. While Prabowo stated that he accepts the outcome, he has expressed his intention to search for more options by consulting his
legal team on “whether there are still other legal and constitutional steps [he] might be able to take”. [ The Guardian]
With the court’s final and binding decision, the president and his vice-president are set to take office in October. Prabowo has said that he is
open to striking a deal with the president to ensure that his party becomes part of the government, and has also flagged that he might be
running for presidency again in 2024. [South China Morning Post]
A day before the Constitutional Court’s ruling, the Supreme Court had alreacy rejected a lawsuit by Prabowo’s campaign team against the
Elections Supervisory Agency's (Bawaslu) ruling on alleged election campaign violations. [Jakarta Post]

Indonesia' environment: Country rejects to be turned in a dumping ground/Jakarta residents sue government over air pollution 09 July 2019
(cl/jk) Indonesian officials announced to crack down on trash imported from the world’s richest countries after an increase of toxic waste
‘exported’ to the country. Port authorities have boosted checks after a random inspection in May led to the discovery of more than 80
containers containing illegal waste from the US, Australia and Europe, with the US being the worst offender. [ Bloomberg] Now, tougher counter
measures are planned. China’s restrictions and bans on imports on environmental grounds led the Indonesian authorities tighten their
monitoring process. [World News]
Indonesia’s more stringent environmental policies follow a trend among neighbouring countries in Southeast Asia. Last month, Malaysia
announced to send back more than 3,000 tonnes of scrap plastics back to countries including Australia, Japan, and China followed in June by
the Philippines returning dozens of illegal containers of waste back to Canada. [ Independent] [Guardian]
Environmental standards in Jakarta remain, however, in the spotlight. Now, residents filed a lawsuit against the government over the toxic
levels of air pollution. [CNN News] Jakarta has been shrouded in hazardous smog for much of the past month with air quality readings recording
high concentrations of harmful microscopic particles. As a response, the head of Jakarta’s environment agency denied that Jakarta had the
world’s worst air pollution citing lower government figures that used a different methodology of measurement. [Guardian]
Several times last month, Jakarta was ranked as the most polluted city in the world, sparking a storm of social media criticism. [Aljazeera] Air
Visual, an independent online air quality index monitor, pegged the air in Jakarta at the "very unhealthy" level of 231 on some days in June,
higher than notoriously polluted cities like New Delhi and Beijing. Environment groups blame the air pollution on vehicle fumes, smoke and
emissions from coal-fired power plants that ring greater Jakarta. [The Daily Star]
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Indonesia to rehabilitate children linked to terror activities
(cl) Facing the challenge posed by returning Indonesian ISIS fighters, the country has implemented a rehab scheme involving safehouses that
provide psychological and social care to the children of suicide bombers and children directly involved in terror plots. Rehabilitation efforts will
contain lessons about Indonesia's national heroes and Pancasila, the nation's ideology stressing unity which will be interpreted as a quest of
respect for ethnic and religious minorities. [Channel News Asia] [The Economist]. The safehouse head stated that it was challenging to deal with
children as they believed in radicalism and that bombing was a good thing. A Human Rights Watch campaigner has stated that deploying
children in such a way is indefensible and deplorable, adding that the 2018 incidents were the first-time suicide bombers used their own
children in attacks in Indonesia. Counsellors have also noted that the children that survived had been subjected to years of extremist
indoctrination by their families. [Human Rights Watch]

09 July 2019

Indonesia: Terrorist Jemaah Islamiah (JI) on the rise?
(hg) After the arrest of JI leader Para Wijayanto signs of the group’s rise are emerging. The Southeast Asian offshoot of al-Qaeda seems to be
engaged in self-funding activities with income from palm oil production combined with a renewed focus on recruitment in an effort to
regenerate and consolidate the group. With a more sophisticated leadership and organization a “neo-JI” seems to have more than recovered
from its near destruction in 2007 after the new JI used the Syrian civil war as a training ground from 2013-2018. After recruitment,
indoctrination, training, funding and organization have significantly been enhanced JI is a seriously dangerous group now. A game changer on
this path seems to have been JI’s palm oil plantations which generate recurring income at a relevant scale. [South China Morning Post]

09 July 2019

Indonesia’s Chinese-language presence to be revived?
(hg) Indonesia has a long history of anti-Chinese sentiments culminating in the 1965 killings that targeted among other thousands of Chinese.
In the aftermath, under Suharto all Chinese-language education and private media were banned. The end of the Suharto regime saw the
instigation of racially charged riots against Chinese people again. More recently, after enraged Muslims massively campaigned against former
Jakarta mayor Ahok – a Chinese – who was eventually sentenced in 2017 for blasphemy, caused fear among Chinese again. However, there
are signs of a different trend as well. Against the background of a rising China and a BRI increasingly involving Indonesia, there are, at current,
signs of careful renaissance of Chinese media and language education in the country. [South China Morning Post]

09 July 2019

Indonesia is facing Papua's rebels to unite against Jakarta’s rule
(hg) The three main armed separatist groups in West Papua that Jakarta claims to be Indonesian territory have joined forces in their drive for
independence amid thousands fleeing after recent clashes between rebels and the Indonesian military. See for the background [Al-Jazeera].
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India aborts moon mission launch due to a technical glitch

16 July 2019

(kj) Less than an hour before lift-off, India has decided to abort the launch of a spacecraft which was slated to land on the moon. The
Chandrayaan-2 mission was called off when a technical glitch was detected in the 640-ton, 14-story rocket launcher. The Indian Space Research
Organization says that new launch date will be made public later. [The Canberra Times]
Chandrayaan-2 is India’s maiden attempt at landing on the moon’s surface and is its most prestigious mission to date. Thus far, this has been
achieved only by the United States, China and Russia. If the mission is successful, it would be the first mission to land on the moon’s south pole
region. Vital information, such as chemical composition and the presence of water, can then be explored. [The Guardian]
Analysts claim that this mission is part of government’s intentions to showcase India’s supremacy in technology and security. Its success would
complement its possession of nuclear weapons as well as its upcoming position as the world’s fifth largest economy. [Time]

Indonesia pardons woman jailed for exposing harassment

30 July 2019

(kj) A parliamentary pardon has been won by an Indonesian woman who was previously sentenced to six months in prison for sharing videos
of her former employer making lewd remarks. A grand applause resounded in the House of Representatives as officials gave a unanimous vote
to void the jail sentence meted out to her. [The Straits Times]
Just a few weeks ago, the Supreme Court rejected the appeal by the woman’s legal team [AiR 2/7/2019]. Having exhausted all legal avenues, an
amnesty from the President was the only remaining legal recourse. Rights groups such as Amnesty International have openly denounced the
sentence, and implored the President Joko Widodo to grant her amnesty immediately. [SBS News]
Joko Widodo’s decision to grant her amnesty is claimed by many to be a “historic victory” for sexual abuse victims and sends a strong signal to
courts to safeguard the victims of sexual harassment, rather than criminalising them. [South China Morning Post]
However, others remain sceptical. They argue that this triumph has little effect on sexual harassment in Indonesia, citing the numerous other
cases of sexual abuse that ended up penalising women. Being in a Muslim-majority country that is predominantly conservative, many women
remain fearful of reporting cases of sexual harassment. [Taipei Times]

Public whipping in Indonesia's Aceh province for breaking sharia law
(kj) In Indonesia’s deeply conservative Aceh province, three people were publicly whipped 100 times each in a stadium. Dozens of people were
present to witness the punishment. [Channel News Asia]
Aceh is the only province in the world's largest Muslim-majority country that enforces Islamic law. Flogging is used to penalise a variety of
offences, which includes gambling, consuming alcohol, and having homosexual sex or extramarital relations. Rights groups have condemned
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06 August 2019

the public whipping as savage, and Indonesia's President Joko Widodo has made calls for its termination. However, the practice remains widely
supported among Aceh's population. [The Straits Times] [The Sun]
06 August 2019

French drug smuggler's death sentence commuted in Indonesia
(kj) The death sentence of a convicted French drug smuggler has been commuted by an Indonesian court to 19 years in prison. This is less than
three months after the shock ruling put in him line for execution by firing squad [South China Morning Post]. A capital sentence was handed to
him in May following his arrest in 2018 at Lombok airport, where foreigners are regularly charged with drug offences. In response to the
sentence, the French foreign ministry raised its concerns and emphasised France's opposition to the death penalty. [BBC]
Muslim majority Indonesia possesses some of the strictest drug laws worldwide, and is known to have executed numerous foreign nationals
in the past. However, the district court has reduced this sentence to 19 years in prison, citing “extenuating circumstances” such as the
perpetrator's remorse for his crimes. On top of his imprisonment, he is required to pay a substantial fine of 10 billion rupiah (US$705,000)
within a month, or serve one more year in prison. [South China Morning Post] [Channel News Asia]

Indonesia: Joko Widodo threatens to sack firefighters if forest blazes not subdued

13 August 2019

(kj) Alarmed by the rise in hotspots this year, President Joko Widodo has declared that officials will be dismissed if they are unable to subdue
forest fires. The current proliferation of fires in Indonesia is threatening a repetition of the fatal haze in 2015, which engulfed a large part of
Southeast Asia. Back in 2015, the fires affected 2.6 million hectares of land, resulting in an economic loss of 221 trillion rupiah. Indonesia's
Supreme Court upheld a ruling this month against Widodo, Cabinet ministers and provincial governors that directed blame over their
management in 2015. [Indonesia Expat] [The Straits Times] [Channel News Asia]
President Widodo added that the military, police and disaster mitigation agencies should direct their attention to preventing and detecting
fires. He further remarked that it will be a challenge dealing with neighbouring countries if the haze issue cannot be resolved. Singapore and
Malaysia have already raised warnings of greater risks of haze this year, given the multiplicity of hotspots in central and western areas of
Indonesia. [South China Morning Post] [Channel News Asia]
13 August 2019

Indonesia’s military tightens its anti-terror grip
(jk) The Indonesian Armed Forces (TNI) is forming a Special Operations Command (KOOPSSUS), tasked with operations against terrorist
networks at home and abroad.
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The new role in which more power is again given to the military, is supposed to complement rather than replace the work of the police force.
While not entirely unusual, critics see a problem in extending more power to the TNI, which, in pre-democratic Indonesia, played a role much
bigger than that of "typical" armed forces. The move was mandated through the newly revised anti-terrorism law in 2018. [Asia Times]
20 August 2019

Indonesia: President Jokowi proposes to move capital to Borneo
(ls) A day before Indonesia’s Independence Day holiday, President Joko Widodo (“Jokowi”) suggested in a speech to parliament to move the
country’s capital from Jakarta to a place in Kalimantan, on the Indonesian side of the Borneo island shared with Malaysia and Brunei. Moving
the capital to a safer, less congested location would cost up to $33 billion, according to planning minister Bambang Brodjonegoro. [ Reuters]
The major underlying reason for the plan seems to be an environmental one as Jakarta is overdeveloped and overcrowded. The government
is expected to choose the new administrative capital from three regions on the island of Borneo - in East Kalimantan, Central Kalimantan and
South Kalimantan. [Straits Times]
It would not be the first Southeast Asian capital to be moved. In 2005, Myanmar changed its capital from Yangon to Naypyidaw. In Malaysia,
Mahathir Mohamad built an administrative capital in Putrajaya, about 33 km from Kuala Lumpur, in the 1990s.

Indonesia: Constitutional Court rules in favor of woman accused of photoshopping her way to election win

20 August 2019

(td) Indonesia’s Constitutional Court has ruled in favor of senator-elect Evi Apita Maya from West Nusa Tenggara (NTB) and thereby rejected

a legal challenge filed by her rival who accused her of excessively editing her ballot photo to attract more voters in April’s legislative election.
The court could not find a relation between the use of a digitally enhanced profile photo and the voters’ preferences. Justice Suhartoyo said:
“It is hard to measure the relevance of a candidate’s photo on the ballot with their chance of winning, as each voter has his or her own
preferences in casting their vote and they keep their choice private.” [The Jakarta Post]
27 August 2019

Indonesia: Continued violent protests in West Papua
(ls/td) Indonesia has deployed security personnel to West Papua and cut internet access after the largest protests to occur in the region in
years. Incidents of violent demonstrations have taken place across multiple cities in the provinces of Papua and West Papua. But also in Jakarta,
demonstrators flew the banned Morning Star flag, the symbolic flag of independence, in front of the state palace. Indonesia’s chief security
minister Wiranto headed to Papua last Wednesday, while President Joko Widodo is scheduled to visit this week. [The Guardian]
Particularly violent unrest occurred in Fakfak, where a market was set on fire and street battles erupted between police and protesters who
had set fire to kiosks and stalls in the traditional market. Police personnel were seen shooting tear gas and firecrackers toward the clashing
mobs. [Jakarta Post]
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On Saturday, the government extended the suspension of mobile-data services. The Communications and Information Ministry cited a high
volume of hoaxes, false information, racial and provocative messages being distributed in the area as the reason for the suspension. [Bloomberg]
The wave of protests had been sparked by an incident in the Javanese city of Surabaya, where nationalist groups insulted Papuan students,
calling them “monkeys”, “pigs” and “dogs”, when the Indonesian police took 43 of them into custody for allegedly disrespecting the Indonesian
flag during an independence day celebration. Observers say that this latest episode builds on more than five decades of racism, torture,
summary executions, land dispossession and cultural denigration of West Papuans by Indonesian security forces. [The Conversation]
Papua, a former Dutch colony, was initially declared independent in 1961. The Netherlands signed an agreement for a temporary United
Nations administration, which also stated that a referendum would be held. The referendum, known as the Act of Free Choice, paved the way
for Indonesian sovereignty over Papua in 1969. However, the outcome of the referendum is dubious because only 1,000 handpicked Papuans
were allowed to vote. [Channel News Asia]

Indonesia: Plans to move capital from Jakarta to East Kalimantan becoming more concrete

27 August 2019

(ls) Following up on last week’s announcement that the Indonesian government is planning to move the country’s capital from Jakarta to the
island of Borneo, President Joko Widodo has picked East Kalimantan as the new location. However, Parliament will have to pass a law to
approve the President's plan, which could cost billions of dollars and take shape over the next few years. [Straits Times]

Indonesia: Jakarta sends more security forces as violence continues in Papua
(ls/td) Indonesia’s Papua and West Papua provinces continue to grapple with incidents of violent unrest. In Papua’s provincial capital Jayapura,
protesters torched a local parliament office, a building housing the offices of a state-controlled telecoms firm and cars parked on the street.
More than 1,000 people took part in the protest. On Monday, one student was killed. Papuan independence leader Benny Wenda called for
the United Nations to act on the crisis. [The Guardian] [Straits Times 1]
At least two civilians and one soldier have been killed in the remote district of Deiyai. However, information coming from the region is difficult
to gather as an internet blackout remains in place. The government claims this is to stop the spread of misinformation and “hoaxes”. [ABC
News]
The Indonesian government has sent 2,500 police officers and soldiers to confront the violence and restore order in Jayapura. 1,500 security
forces had already been deployed in West Papua, which is the neighbouring province to Papua, the week before. [Straits Times 2]
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03 September 2019

For about two weeks, thousands of people have taken to the streets across Indonesia’s easternmost territory for protests believed to have
been initially sparked by racist comments made towards Papuan students in Surabaya over allegations of a damaged flagpole. [ AiR No. 35,
August/2019, 4]
10 September 2019

Indonesia restores internet access in parts of restive Papua region
(td) Indonesia has partially lifted an internet blackout imposed following civil unrest in the country's easternmost region of Papua, but is yet
to restore access in areas where the most violent protests erupted. These include places where protesters torched buildings, such as the
capital of Papua province Jayapura and the capital of West Papua province of Manokwari.
The government had throttled internet speeds in the region for a few days before cutting off access entirely in the two provinces in the region
from Aug 21.[Channel News Asia] [The Straits Times]
The region of Papua has suffered the most serious civil unrest in years since mid-August over perceived racial and ethnic discrimination. Some
protesters have also demanded an independence referendum, something Jakarta has ruled out. About 6,000 police and military personnel
have been flown in to Papua, reinforcing a heavy military presence in a region that has endured decades of mostly low-level separatist conflict.
[AiR 36, September/2019, 1]

17 September 2019

Indonesia: Former president Habibie dies at 83
(ls) Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie, who as president of Indonesia ushered in an era of democracy that ended the rule of Haji Mohamed Suharto,
whose 32-year dictatorship was one of the most brutal and corrupt of the 20th century, died on Wednesday at a hospital in Jakarta at the age
of 83. He received a state funeral with military honors on Thursday. The New York Times has published an obituary. [ New York Times]
Habibie, who was Indonesia’s president for only 17 months in 1998-99, allowed democratic reforms and an independence referendum for East
Timor following the ouster of Suharto. An engineer educated in Indonesia and Germany, Habibie spent nearly two decades working for German
aircraft maker Messerschmitt-Boelkow-Blohm, rising to the position of vice-president and director of applied technology. In 1974, he became
the science and technology minister under Suharto. [South China Morning Post]

17 September 2019

Indonesia: Arrests in Papua as Widodo meets with representatives
(td/ls) Indonesian Police in Papua have arrested 85 suspects since ethnic unrest erupted in the country’s easternmost region in mid-August. At
least four people have been killed in the political violence following protests over perceived racial and ethnic discrimination, spread over two
weeks in a string of Papuan towns. Some protesters have demanded a referendum on independence, something the government has ruled
out. In Jakarta, President Joko Widodo met with Papuan leaders and students at the presidential palace a bid to soothe tensions. An internet
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blackout had been lifted for most parts of Papua after three weeks, though it remained in place for major cities like Jayapura, Manokwari and
Sorong. [Channel News Asia]
In an RSIS commentary on the recent violent riots in Indonesia’s Papua and West Papua provinces, the author describes who Papua’s problems
are more complex than just isolation and economic poverty. It is argued that, although Jokowi’s focus on welfare and development-oriented
policy in Papua is important, money is not enough. The author points out that the government does not recognize the political and historical
grievances of the conflicts, leaving the Papuans in constant unrest over the years, undermining the efforts to make Papuans feel like the
government is serious about their welfare. [RSIS]
24 September 2019

Indonesia raises minimum age for brides to end child marriage
(td) Indonesia's parliament has revised the country's marriage law to lift the minimum age at which women can marry by three years to 19, a
move welcomed by campaigners as a step toward curbing child marriage in the world's biggest Muslim majority-country. (Reuters)
All factions in parliament agreed the revision at a plenary session on Sep 16, according to a statement on its website. Indonesia is among the
10 countries in the world with the highest number of child brides. One in four girls is married before they turn 18.
Indonesia previously allowed girls of 16 to get married or younger - with no minimum age - if their parents requested it. Indonesia's
Constitutional Court ruled in December that it was discriminatory to have a lower marriage age for women than for men, who could legally
marry at 19.
Child marriage in Indonesia has been blamed for causing maternal and infant deaths, as well as encouraging child labor, Women's
Empowerment and Child Protection Minister said in a statement. [Channel News Asia] [Straits Times]

Indonesia’s President Halts Bill That Would Ban Sex Outside Marriage (law)
(td) On Sep 21 Indonesia’s president Joko Widodo pushed back a legislation that would have criminalized sex between unmarried people,
including gays and lesbians, days before it had been expected to pass. The provision intends a punishment of up to one year in prison.
The measure, aimed at overhauling Indonesia’s penal code, had appeared likely to win approval on Sep 24 from the country’s outgoing
Parliament.
But after an outpouring of opposition to many of its provisions from rights activists, women’s groups, legal experts and others, President
Widodo announced that he had asked lawmakers to drop the legislation and leave the matter for the next Parliament, which will be seated in
October.
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24 September 2019

Many of the wide-ranging bill’s provisions — it had 628 articles — mirrored elements of Shariah, the Islamic legal code. It would have restricted
access to contraception for minors, outlawed cohabitation without marriage, restricted freedom of speech, reduced the rights of religious
minorities and imposed harsh punishment for insulting the dignity of the president.( New York Times) (Straits Times)
24 September 2019

Couples in Indonesia’s Aceh whipped over public displays of affection
(jk) Charged with breaking local Islamic law by publicly displaying affection, three couples have been publicly caned in Indonesia's Aceh province
last week. The six men and women were struck between 20 and 22 times by a masked sharia officer. [ South China Morning Post]

Continuing violence in West Papua, dozens confirmed dead and wounded

24 September 2019

(jk) According to latest reports, at least 26 West Papuan demonstrators as well as an Indonesian soldier have been killed and wounded in
clashes in the regional capital of Jayapura and in Wamena [Straits Times]. According to footage that surfaced on social media, the protesters,
among them many students, clashed with pro-Jakarta forces who are taking an exceedingly tough and violent approach with several
demonstrators suffering from bullet wounds. In Wamena, protesters set ablaze government offices. Amidst the new outbreak of violence, the
administration in Jakarta has reinforced its claim that everything is under control. [ABC] [SBS]

Indonesia: New unrest in Papua as new joint defense commands take shape
(ls) New unrest has erupted in Indonesia’s Papua region. More than 30 people were killed, and dozens injured in riots, with some victims
burned to death in buildings set ablaze by protesters. 16 people died in Wamena city where hundreds demonstrated and burned down a
government office and other buildings. Papua, on the western half of New Guinea island, has seen weeks of violent protests fueled by anger
over racism and calls for self-rule. [The Star]
Residents of Wamena city have been fleeing the city amid rumors that there will be a military deployment to prevent further turbulence in the
area. The Papua Police said the unrest was triggered by “baseless information” about a teacher who allegedly used a racial slur against a
student. [Jakarta Post]
Meanwhile, the Indonesian government has appointed the chiefs for three new joint defense commands (Kogabwilhan). They are equipped
with naval, air and army assets. Each Kogabwilhan will be responsible either for the country’s western, central or eastern parts. One of the
three command centers is established in Biak, Papua. The eastern command in Balikpapan, East Kalimantan, is expected to support Indonesian
efforts to assert its sovereignty over an area north of the Natuna Islands following encroachments by Chinese and Vietnamese vessels. [ Straits
Times]
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01 October 2019

Indonesia: Indonesian police arrest hundreds linked to forest fires
(td) Indonesian police arrested 230 people on suspicion of starting some of the fires which have spread health-damaging haze across a large
part of Southeast Asia. Those arrested could be prosecuted under an environmental protection law that provides for a maximum 10-year
prison sentence for setting fires to clear land. [The Independent]

08 October 2019

Indonesia: More than 16,000 flee unrest in Indonesia's Papua region
(jk) Due to the ongoing unrests in Indonesia's Papua region, the military said on Monday that more than 16,000 residents have fled from the
violence in Wamena. [Al Jazeera] Human Rights Watch called for an independent investigation into 33 deaths during the Wamena riots which
ought to be led by the country's National Commission on Human Rights. [Human Rights Watch]

Indonesia: Sukarno heir elected as Indonesia's first female House speaker

08 October 2019

(td) The Indonesian parliament elected its first female house speaker, Puan Maharani Nakshatra Kusyala, granddaughter of the country's first
president and daughter of former president Megawati Sukarnoputri.
The 46-year-old politician was coordinating minister for human development and cultural affairs in President Joko Widodo's Cabinet, before
she resigned to take up her seat in parliament. Maharani is a member of the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle, which is led by her
mother and is the largest party in parliament. (Aljazeera)

Indonesia: Chief security minister attacked by suspected terrorist sympathizer

15 October 2019

(ls/nj) Indonesia's Coordinating Political, Legal and Security Affairs Minister Wiranto was attacked with a knife by a man suspected to be a
sympathizer of the local terrorist group Jamaah Ansharut Daulah (JAD) on Thursday during a visit to a town on the island of Java. Wiranto has
been designated by President Joko Widodo as the person in-charge with the handling of the unrest in the country's West Papua region. He had
been previously accused of committing atrocities during Indonesia's occupation of East Timor but was not found guilty. [ Al Jazeera] [Jakarta Post]

Indonesia increases security measures for Jokowi`s second term of presidency
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22 October 2019

(jk/nj) With the presidential second term starting October 20, Indonesia remained on high alert around Joko Widodo´s inauguration. Tensions
remain high following heavy protests referring to the passing of controversial bills into laws as reported previously, as well as the recent
stabbing attack on chief security minister Wiranto. [The Star] [The Straits Times]. The stabbing prompted the arrest of 36 suspects by the police, all with
alleged links to the local terrorist group Jamaah Ansharut Daulah (JAD). [The Jakarta Post] [Antara News]
The protests that happened across Indonesia in September saw thousands of people demanding to stop any efforts which could weaken the
country’s anti-corruption body, the KPK, as well as efforts to introduce a new criminal code that includes penalizing extramarital sex and
insulting the president. During the protests police used teargas and water cannons leading to hundreds of injuries and the death of three
students. Activists claim that at least one student died from a gunshot fired by police. As a result, people now demand to introduce independent
investigations concerning the police´s involvement by Indonesian President Widodo. [South China Morning Post]
For an assessment on Jokowi’s second-term Priorities and Challenges based on an interview with the Coordinating Minister for Maritime
Affairs, see [ISEAS]

Indonesia: Update on President Widodo's plans to move the country´s capital from Jakarta to Borneo

22 October 2019

(nj) Plans to move Indonesia´s capital from Jakarta to East Kalimantan - located on the island of Borneo will cost the country about US$ 33
billion. According to East Kalimantan governor the project depends on the financial support from China and other countries, like Japan, to
provide a solid infrastructure. With a relocation from Jakarta to Kalimantan, Widodo is looking to escape the environmental challenges the
capital is facing right now. Whereas Jakarta suffers from high air pollution, East Kalimantan is rich in natural resources like oil, gas, timber and
oil palms. Furthermore, Jakarta is more susceptible to floods and is among the world's fastest sinking capitals.
Beijing already invested a little over US$ 60 million for highway constructions. In return, Chinese manufacturing companies seek to compete
on Indonesian markets but local suppliers fear a fast-developing monopoly of Chinese. [The South China Morning Post]

Indonesia: President Widodo appoints Prabowo Subianto as his Defence Minister
(ls) Indonesian President Joko Widodo unveiled his new 38-member Cabinet, which contains politicians from across the aisle as well as
professionals. More than a third of the ministers are from his previous government. The new Defence Minister is Prabowo Subianto, the former
army general and chairman of the opposition Gerindra party who challenged Widodo in the 2014 and 2019 presidential elections. After the
election, Prabowo first rejected the results and asked for a constitutional court ruling, which ruled in Widodo’s favor. [ Straits Times]
Prabowo’s appointment has met with criticism from human rights groups and others who have questioned his fitness to lead a ministry that
should be spearheading military reforms. As commander of the Army’s special forces, Kopassus, Prabowo was allegedly involved in the forced
disappearance of prodemocracy activists between 1997 and 1998. He has also been accused of being involved in other human-rights abuses,
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including during the Army’s East Timor counter-insurgency operations in the 1970s. Prabowo has repeatedly denied all such allegations. [Jakarta
Post]
It appears that Widodo’s strategy favors compromise over confrontation. Some observers note that, on the one hand, there is a risk is that
tensions between Jokowi and Prabowo will not subside and that the choice could pave the way for the politicization of the armed forces and
police. On the other hand, the choice could bring political stability after five years of heated rivalry. [BBC]

Indonesia: President Widodo appoints Prabowo Subianto as his Defence Minister

29 October 2019

(ls) Indonesian President Joko Widodo unveiled his new 38-member Cabinet, which contains politicians from across the aisle as well as
professionals. More than a third of the ministers are from his previous government. The new Defence Minister is Prabowo Subianto, the former
army general and chairman of the opposition Gerindra party who challenged Widodo in the 2014 and 2019 presidential elections. After the
election, Prabowo first rejected the results and asked for a constitutional court ruling, which ruled in Widodo’s favor. [ Straits Times]
Prabowo’s appointment has met with criticism from human rights groups and others who have questioned his fitness to lead a ministry that
should be spearheading military reforms. As commander of the Army’s special forces, Kopassus, Prabowo was allegedly involved in the forced
disappearance of prodemocracy activists between 1997 and 1998. He has also been accused of being involved in other human-rights abuses,
including during the Army’s East Timor counter-insurgency operations in the 1970s. Prabowo has repeatedly denied all such allegations. [ Jakarta
Post]
It appears that Widodo’s strategy favors compromise over confrontation. Some observers note that, on the one hand, there is a risk is that
tensions between Jokowi and Prabowo will not subside and that the choice could pave the way for the politicization of the armed forces and
police. On the other hand, the choice could bring political stability after five years of heated rivalry. [BBC]
29 October 2019

Indonesia: Violent clashes as Widodo visits Papua
(ls/nj) Three people have been killed in clashes between police and rebels in Indonesia’s Papua region. The violence erupted as President Joko
Widodo was visiting the restive region. However, the incident appeared unrelated to weeks of unrest that saw dozens killed when riots broke
out in the region’s Wamena city last month, with some victims burned alive when buildings were set on fire. Since mid-August, Papua has been
hit by waves of mass protests and violence over claims of racism and calls for self-rule. [Star Online]

05 November 2019

Indonesia: man flogged 28 times for adultery
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(nj) An Indonesian man was flogged 28 times for having an affair with a married woman. The punishment had been carried out in Aceh province,
the only region in Indonesia that imposes Islamic law. The man found guilty of adultery helped to draft the law outlawing consumption of
alcohol, gay or premarital sex and adultery. [The Guardian] [BBC]
12 November 2019

Indonesia: Free-KPK passes put anti-corruption body’s authority in doubt
(nj) Indonesia’s President Joko Widodo and several high-ranking politicians are to be excluded from future corruption investigations. They
obtained a “free pass” providing this exemption under the revised anti-corruption law. The Constitutional Court is still reviewing the new
legislation. Meanwhile, Widodo appears prepared to select the five members of the Anti-Corruption Commission (KPK) supervisory council.
The council is empowered to decide which cases the KPK will pursue and which it should drop. Many see the regulation as highly controversial
since effective prosecution of corruption cases against government linked people could not be possible anymore. [The Jakarta Post]
The new law weakening the country’s anti-corruption body sparked months-long student violent protests across Indonesia. [AiR No. 40,
October/2019, 1]

12 November 2019

Indonesia: Two reporters killed over palm oil land dispute
(ls) Two Indonesian journalists have been found dead with multiple stab wounds near a plantation in Sumatra. They were mediating a land
dispute between a palm oil company and residents. A local police chief said that investigators had found indications that the reporters’ deaths
were related to their activism. The police arrested an oil palm plantation owner believed to be the mastermind behind the murder. [Voice of
America] [Jakarta Post]

19 Indonesian Airports increasing security efforts after suicide bombing at police HQ

19 November 2019

(nl/jk) The area outside the police headquarters in the Indonesian city of Medan in North Sumatra was hit by a suspected suicide bombing on
Wednesday in which the perpetrator- a 24-year old student- died and some police officers were injured. The motive for the attack wasn’t
immediately clear, but a link has been made to Islamic sympathizers who have been targeting the police in several of their attacks in recent
years and were involved in the recent stabbing of Indonesia’s former security minister and army general. [Reuters]
In response to the suicide bombing, security measures in particular at airports are stepped-up. [The Jakarta Post]
26 November 2019

Indonesia: Former Jakarta governor Ahok returns to public office
(nj) Indonesia´s President Joko Widodo has approved former Jakarta governor Basuki “Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama for the post of president
commissioner of Indonesia´s state oil and gas company Pertamina after he served nearly two years in prison for allegedly insulting the Quran
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during his re-election campaign in 2017. Widodo said he valued him for his straight-forward policy during his time as Jakarta governor. Prior
to that, Ahok served as Widodo´s deputy while he was Jakarta governor in 2012. [The Straits Times]
03 November 2019

Indonesia: Chinese ‘fake cop’ scam leads to mass arrest
(nj) Indonesian police arrested 85 Chinese suspects who are accused of running a ‘fake cop’ scam with the majority of the victims living in
china. The fraud lured the victims with promising investments or simply pushing them into paying large amounts of money to fake police
officers or prosecutors. Suspects are believed to have moved to Indonesia or other countries in the region because they fear a harder crack
down by the Chinese government.
The latest scam is estimated to have cheated its victims out of USD 2.5 million, with similar scams occurring in Indonesia, Malaysia and
Singapore. [South China Morning Post] [The Straits Times]

Indonesia: Jokowi seeks to boost image by putting influential media giants in government

03 November 2019

(jk) President Jokowi of Indonesia is being criticised for appointing a number of influential media figures - or family members of them - to
cabinet and government advisory positions. Critics call this a strategy in order to influence large media organisations and the way the report
on the government. Among the appointments are the new tourism and creative economy minister and his deputy, the minister for stateowned enterprises and a number of advisors. [Nikkei Asian Review]

Indonesia: Is the first presidential contender already warming up for 2024?

10 December 2019

(ls/nj) After the election is before the election: In Indonesia, where President Jokowi won his re-election bid earlier this year, Jakarta Governor
Anies Baswedan attended a conservative Muslim rally – the third anniversary of a rally that eventually brought down previous governor Basuki
“Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama in 2016. Anies’ presence on the stage raised widespread attention, ueling suspicions that he is lining himself up as a
contender for the 2024 presidential election. Critics suggested that he is willing to change his image as a moderate to court the Islamist vote.
Over recent years, a growing tide of conservatism across age groups has led to deepening divisions in the Indonesian society. [South China Morning
Post]
31 December 2019

Indonesia: Revival of truth and reconciliation commission?
(lf/jk) [Reuters] reports that Indonesia plans to revive the truth and reconciliation commission to investigate state-led human rights violations.
The commission - abandoned in 2004 by a constitutional court ruling- was supposed to bring closure to the wrongdoings during the Suharto
dictatorship. The most important investigation looks into the 1965 crackdown on communist and alleged communist sympathisers, in which
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at least estimated 500,000 people were killed in a massive anti-communist crackdown that targeted also many Chinese. [The Conversation,
with more information on the war against the PKI]
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6. Japan
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Japan’s ageing society: 2018 lowest birth rate since data collection

01 January 2019

(dql) Japan’s Health and Welfare Ministry has released latest numbers of the country's birth rate. With 921.000 birth estimated, the number
of births in 2018 in Japan fell to its lowest since records began more than a century ago and a decrease of 25,000 compared to 2017. Given an
estimated number of 1.37 million deaths this year the natural decline of Japan’s population by 448,000 is the biggest ever. [ The Guardian]
As of 2017, Japan has the highest proportion of older people, ie. those aged 65 and over, in the world, followed by Italy, Portugal and Germany.
[Worldbank]

Japan: New law on the way to shield private user information from global tech giants’ access

23 January 2019

(dql) In a move to close a legal loophole, Japan is preparing a bill to reform its telecommunications law which expands communication privacy

rules governing domestic companies to foreign businesses. Under the current law, tech titans such as Google, Apple, Facebook and
Amazon.com are exempt from Japan's communication privacy provisions which ban domestic firms from viewing or leaking the content of
emails and other communications without users’ consent. [Japan Times]
30 January 2019

Japan: ‘Abenomics’ under pressure over faulty job data
(dql) Lawmakers from both the opposition and the ruling parties strongly criticized Japan’s Health, Labor and Welfare Ministry for publishing
faulty job data over a period of more than a decade causing underpayment of more than 20 million people. While the Ministry is required to
collect results from all businesses in the country having 500 or more employees, it had only surveyed a third of approximately 1.400 businesses
fulfilling that criteria since 2004. [Japan Times]
Leaving Prime Minister Abe vulnerable to accusations of whitewashing the results of ‘Abenomics’, an investigation revealed that 40% of Japan’s
56 key economic statistics contain errors, with a group of experts set to examine all 233 data series of the government. [Nikkei Asian Review]

05 February 2019

Japan: Supreme Court upholds contested (trans-) gender law
(dql) In a trial brought on by a transgender man who intends to change his gender on his family register to male but refuses to undergo an
invasive sex change surgery, Japan’s Supreme Court last month upheld the 2002 law on gender identity which requires people, wishing to
register a gender change, having their original reproductive organs removed, effectively undergoing sterilization. The Court found the law
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“currently constitutional” arguing that the decision avoids sudden disruptions in a society that identifies gender on the basis of biology. The
ruling caused outrage among human rights and LGBT activists, with Human Rights Watch calling it “incompatible with international human
rights standards, against the times, and deviating from best global practices.” [The Diplomat]

Japan: Ruling LDP with cautious stance on constitutional revision ahead of elections

12 February 2019

(dql) Ahead of local government elections in April and the House of Councilors election in the summer, Prime Minister Abe presented a cautious
stance on the revision of the country’s constitution at the annual convention of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) at the weekend.
While reiterating the party’s push for the first ever amendment of the 1947 constitution, he shied away from announcing detailed procedure
or time frames. Furthermore, the party’s action plan approved at the convention merely mentioned the push to for constitutional reform in
one terse paragraph in its preamble, whereas it dedicated a separate chapter to the subject last year. LPD’s caution – despite pro-constitutional
reform two-thirds majorities in both Diet chambers sufficient to initiate the amendment process – is widely seen as attempt to avoid a highly
contentious topic in the upcoming elections expected to be tough. [Mainichi]

Japan: Backlash against Abe’s statement on non-cooperative of local governments

19 February 2019

(dql) Prime Minister Abe’s statement on non-cooperation by local governments in recruiting Self-Defense Forces (SDF) personnel made in his
speech delivered at the annual convention of his Liberal Democratic Party on Sunday a week ago, has caused a backlash from the opposition
parties and media as well as from members of the coalition partner Komeito.
In his speech he claimed that “more than 60 percent” of the 1,741 local governments across the country “have refused to cooperate in
recruiting” new young members for the country’s Self-Defense Forces. Japan’s Defense Ministry every year urges local governments to submit
a list of the names and addresses of all local residents aged 18 or 22 based on which invitations to join the SDF are sent to the individuals.
Critics of Abe’s ‘non-cooperation’-statement argue that the number the Prime Minister cites is inaccurate as he only counted those 632 local
government which provided the information to the Defense Ministry and but failed to add 931 local municipalities which gave permission to
the Defense Ministry to browse their resident registration databases. [Japan] [Nippon.com]
The backlash against his statement will make it even harder than is has already before for Abe to push for a quick constitutional revision and
the formalization of the SDF’s legal status therein.
19 February 2019

Japan: New concession in faulty labor data survey scandal
(dql) Amid an ongoing investigation into faulty job data used by Japan's labor ministry over a period of more than a decade since 2004 causing
underpayment of more than 20 million people [AiR 5/1/2019], Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga last week conceded that he was informed
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by a senior ministry official in March 2015 of a change to the method for the ministry’s monthly labor survey, fueling opposition parties’
accusations that Prime Minister Shinzo Abe's administration intentionally tampered data to underlay success of Abenomics.
The ministry adjusted data - without disclosing the adjustments - for the survey from January 2018, resulting in year-on-year changes in nominal
wages appearing rosier than they actually were. [Japan Times]
05 March 2019

Japan: Labor minister survives no-confidence motion
(dql) Japan’s labor minister Takumi Nemoto last week survived a no-confidence motion in the Lower House submitted by opposition parties
accusing him of being implicated in an attempt by the government to make the Prime Minister's "Abenomics" economic policy package appear
more successful by using faulty job data which led to the underpayment of work-related benefits to more than 20 million people [AiR 5/1/2019].
The motion demanding Nemoto’s resignation was voted down by the majority of the ruling coalition led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s Liberal
Democratic Party. [Mainichi]

05 March 2019

Japan: Record budget approved by Lower House
(dql) The Lower House approved on Saturday a record 913 billion USD budget for the fiscal year starting on 1 April, with more than a third
allocated (304 billion USD) for social security programs such as pensions and health care to cope with the increasingly large part of elderly
people among the population. [Japan Times 1]
Signalling Japan’s ageing society, a survey of Japan’s National Association of Towns and Villages, released last week, revealed that as of July
2018 out of the 10,956 town and village assembly members 8,442, or 77.1 percent, were aged 60 or over. The average age stands at 64.2.
[Japan Times 2]

05 March 2019

Japan: Law banning corporal punishment of children on the way
(dql) Following recent cases of child maltreatment, including the death of two girls aged five and 10 resulting from overly harsh ‘disciplining’
actions by the girls’ fathers, the Japanese government is now pushing for a reform of existing laws to ban corporal punishment of children by
parents, child welfare facility heads and foster parents. [Mainichi]
Japan’s current related laws don’t rule out corporal punishment as means of disciplining children.

12 March 2019

Japan: Cabinet endorses legal reform to ban harassment in workplace
(dql) Japan’s cabinet last week approved legal changes outlawing any form of workplace harassment. Furthermore, the revisions oblige firms
to prevent abuses of power or bullying, prohibit disadvantageous treatment of workers who report they are the target of sexual harassment,
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and require firms whose employees sexually harass someone at another company to make sufficient efforts to cooperate with that company
in investigating the case. The legislation, however, falls short of setting punitive measures to be taken against violators. [ Japan Today]
19 March 2019

Japan: Cabinet oks revisions of anti-child abuse legislation
(dql) The Abe administration approved amendments to the child abuse prevention law and related legislation banning corporal punishments
as a means of disciplining children and requiring child welfare centers to separate staff members in charge of protecting children from those
dealing with their guardians.
The Cabinet’s move follows raising demands of the public for more robust measures to prevent child abuse in the wake of the death of a 10year-old girl who was allegedly killed by her abusive father. [Japan Times]

26 March 2019

Japan: Huge gender gap in legislative assemblies
(dql) Ahead of the local assembly elections in April, Japan Broadcasting Corporation (NHK), Japan’s national public broadcasting organization,
released findings of a national survey according to which 340 out of 1788 local assemblies (19%) across the country have no female members,
reflecting a huge gender gap. [NHK]
The April elections are the Japan’s first nationwide elections to be held under legislation of last year calling on political parties to field equal
numbers of male and female candidates in national and local elections. Media reports, however, show that women still account for only 10 to
20 percent of prospective candidates in prefectural and assembly races. [Japan Times]
Japan, the world’s third largest economy, ranks 110th in the World Economic Forum’s 2018 Global Gender Gap index of 149 nations. [ Straits
Times] [World Economic Forum]

02 April 2019

Japan: Local election campaigns kicked off
(dql) Last Friday, election campaigns began in 41 prefectures and 17 major cities in Japan to select assembly members, with major campaign
issues including revitalizing local economies, aging, population decline and assistance for the elderly and working mothers.
The focus of attention is whether the ruling Liberal Democratic Party will maintain its majority of seats. [ Japan Times]

2 April 2019

Japan: 171 deaths of foreign trainees in six years
(dql) A recent probe into Japanese firms using the state-sponsored 'Technical Intern Training Program' revealed shocking results. According
to the Ministry of Justice, from 2012-2017, 171 foreign interns died during their internships, with 28 of the deaths due to accidents, 59 due
tosickness, and 17 suicides, including one case in which a trainee was given only four days off over more than three months. The Ministry
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furthermore admitted 43 cases unreported by the organizations supervising the trainees’ programs or not included in the ministry’s records.
[Japan Times]
09 April 2019

Japan: Ruling LDP wins first round of local elections
(dql) Having won ten gubernatorial races and more than half of the 2,277 seats up for grabs in prefectural assembly elections, Japan's ruling
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has emerged as winner of the first round of local elections. The election results show the LDP is in a solid position
to comfortably go into this summer's national election for the Diet's upper house, with little pressure from a fractured opposition to face.
[Mainichi] [Nikkei Asian Review]

17 April 2019

Japan: Bill on free high school education approved in Lower House
(dql) In an attempt to counter Japan’s falling birthrate by reducing the financial burden of child-rearing, Japan’s House of Representatives last
week approved legislation to expand childcare support by offering free preschool education from October. Under the new law all children aged
between 3 and 5 will be provided free preschool education starting in October, along with day-care services also made free for children up to
2 from low-income households. The bill is expected to pass the House of Councillors before the end of the regular Diet session in June. [Mainichi]
With 921.000 birth estimated, the number of births in 2018 in Japan fell to its lowest since records began more than a century ago and a
decrease of 25,000 compared to 2017. Given an estimated number of 1.37 million deaths, the natural decline of Japan’s population by 448,000
was the biggest ever. [AiR 1/1/2-19]

23 April 2019

Japan: Ruling LDP loses lower house by-elections
(dql) Japan's ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) suffered a major defeat in Sunday's lower house by-elections in two prefectures which are

seen as a litmus test for the Upper House election in July. The losses are the first defeat of the LDP in national by-elections since Prime Minsiter
and LDP chief Shinzo Abe took office for the second time in 2012. [Mainichi]

Japan: Education ministry plans to reform elementary school teaching system
(dql) As part of a reform of elementary education to cope with changes in Japanese society, including a declining birthrate and the growth of
artificial intelligence, Japan's education ministry has revealed its plan to expand the partial subject-based teacher assignment system, under
which subjects are taught by specialized teachers, for fifth- and six-grade classes at elementary schools.
Under the country's current system, the basic structure at elementary schools centers on the class-based teacher system, in which a homeroom
teacher teaches every subject to their class. [Mainichi]
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07 May 2019

Japan: Constitutional revision remains contented
(dql) Revision of the Constitution remains a contentious issue among Japan’s population with those who want to retain the country’s warrenouncing Constitution unchanged, and those who push for an amendment of the supreme in line with Prime Minister Shinzo Abe's ideas
taking to the streets on Japan’s Constitutional Day last week. [Mainichi]
Abe himself re-affirmed on this occasion his commitment and determination to revise the pacifist constitution by the end of 2020, stressing in
particular the need to write down the role of the Self-Defense Forces in the constitution’s war-renouncing Article 9. [Nikkei Asian Review]
However, forging a two-thirds majority needed in the Diet for the constitutional revision, is not an easy task as even forces supportive of the
revision pursue different objectives and split on the specifics of any amendments. [Japan News]

07 April 2019

Japan: Emperor Naruhito ascends the throne
(dql) Last Wednesday, Japan’s new Emperor Naruhito ascended the Chrysanthemum Throne heralding the new Reiwa era. In his speech he
pledged to “act according to the Constitution” and to fulfill his “responsibility as the symbol of the State and of the unity of the people of
Japan”. [Japan Times]

14 May 2019

Japan: ‘Anachronistic’ high school curriculum to be reformed
(dql) Citing unnamed officials familiar with discussions on the reform of Japan’s system of secondary education, Japan Times reports that the
curriculum for general courses in high schools – unchanged since its inception after World War II – will undergo speedy reform, with reform
proposals to be worked out by end of this month. According to plans of lawmakers of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party and the government’s
Education Rebuilding Implementation Council, the general course structure is expected to be split into a number of categories. Importance
would be placed on math and science education or developing skills that could benefit local communities. [Japan Times]

21 May 2019

Japan: Snap elections to come soon?
(dql) Backed by recent steady approval ratings up to 48%, cabinet members and lawmakers of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) are
flirting with the idea to have the Lower House dissolved by Prime Minister Abe and a snap election called – coinciding with the Upper House
election in July – when the opposition will submit a no-confidence motion at the end of a Diet session as it routinely does regardless of the
chances of the motion’s passage.
Under current constitutional law, the cabinet must dissolve the lower house or resign within 10 days, if a motion of no confidence is passed.
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With a victory in the election, Abe would extend his term and buy time for policies which he has still yet to fulfill with two years remaining in
the current term, including revising the constitution, concluding a peace treaty with Russia, and resolving the issue of North Korean abductions
of Japanese citizens. [NHK] [Nikkei Asian Review]

Japan: Court rules defunct eugenics law unconstitutional but denies damages

28 May 2019

(dql) A Japanese Court this week declared Japan’s Eugenic Protection Law of 1948 – defunct since 1996 – unconstitutional, but dismissed a
damage suit against the Japanese state filed by two women who were forcibly sterilized. In the first of a number of similar suits filed with seven
district courts, the Sendai district court argued that the state was not obliged to pay compensation because of the expiration of the 20-year
statute of limitations on demands for damages under the Civil Code, stressing the forced sterilization of the plaintiffs was more than 40 years
ago. [Reuters]

Japan: Ruling and opposition parties agree on bill to ban physical punishment of children

28 May 2019

(dql) Last week, the ruling and opposition parties jointly submitted a bill banning parents and other guardians to use physical punishment as
method to discipline children for enactment in the Diet during the current session which is expected to end in June.
Background of this move to reform child protection legislation are recent cases of fatal cases of abuse conducted in the name of disciplining
children including the death of a 10-year-old girl as result of suspected physical abuse by her father.
While Japan’s current child abuse prevention law stipulates that assault and lewd acts constitute abuse, it only urges people to “give due
consideration to appropriate exercise" of parental authority with regards to disciplining children. [ Mainichi]
However, the new envisioned legislation still falls short of stipulating penalties for offenders.
04 June 2019

Japan: Same-sex marriage bill submitted
(dql) Weeks after Taiwan in a historic first in Asia legalized same-sex marriage [AiR 3/5/2109], major opposition parties in Japan submitted a
bill this week calling for the legalization of gay marriage in the world’s third-biggest economy. Analysts, however, believe that the move will
not be successful given that the ruling Liberal Democratic Party so far has done nothing to promote civil rights for LGBT people. Furthermore,
the bill would possibly face a constitutional hurdle, as Japan’s constitution in Art. 24 defines marriage as “based only on the mutual consent of
both sexes and it shall be maintained through mutual cooperation with the equal rights of husband and wife as a basis.” [Bloomberg]
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25 June 2019

Japan: PM Abe survives no-confidence and censure motion
(dql) A no-confidence motion submitted by five opposition parties against the Cabinet of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was voted down by the
ruling Liberal Democratic Party/ Komeito coalition which controls a two-thirds majority in the Lower House.
In a related development, a censure motion against Abe submitted by opposition parties in the Upper House was also voted down on Monday.
Due to Abe's majority in both houses, both motions were mere customary moves of the opposition.
With the current ordinary Diet session ending this Wednesday and with no plans for an extension of the session or for dissolution of the Lower
House, the political are turning to campaigning for the Upper House election expected to begin on July 4, with voting scheduled for July 21.
[Asahi Shimbun] [Japan Today]

Japan’s upcoming Upper House election: Political parties clash over tax and constitutional revision

02 July 2019

(jyk) Three weeks ahead of the election of one half of Japan’s Upper House members, leaders of political parties clashed over the controversial
issues of increasing the consumption tax and revising Japan's constitution. Countering criticisms from rivaling parties on both issues during the
first public debate after the government had announced 21st of July as election date, Prime Minister Abe upheld his pledges to raise the
consumption tax from 8% to 10% in October to finance free education and child care programs, and to rewrite the country’s war renouncing
Article 9 in current pacifist Constitution. [Nikkei] [Mainichi]
09 July 2019

Japan: Official campaigning for Upper House election kicked off
(dql) Last week, official campaigning for the Upper House election, scheduled for July 21, kicked off. The election is widely seen as a make-orbreak vote for Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s (LDP) career-long efforts to revise the country’s Constitution with regard to the legal status of
Japans military, the Self-Defense Forces (SDF). Opposition parties reject the move fearing an expansion of the SDF’s missions. The constitutional
reform would require that the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and likeminded forces retain their current two-thirds supermajority necessary
to launch a national referendum to enable the reform. [Japan Times]

Japan's Upper House election: Super-majority for constitutional revision likely
(jd) In the Upper House election this Sunday, Prime Minister Abe seeks to receive a mandate for his long-standing political goal, the revision of
the constitution by amending Article 9 to “enshrine” the role of the Self-Defense Forces for which a two-thirds majority vote in both Diet
chambers is necessary. According to latest polls the ruling leading coalition out of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and Komeito is set to win 63
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16 July 2019

seats, the simple majority of the contested 124 seats (out of a total of 245 seats). Together with other smaller parties, which support the
constitutional revision, Abe would retain the required two-thirds majority of 85 vote. [Nikkei]
30 July 2019

Japan set to undertake human-animal embryo experiments
(dql) In a ground-breaking move of Japanese government, it has granted approval to a Japanese scientist last week to conduct first humananimal embryo experiments in which he creates animal embryos that contain human cells and transplant them into surrogate animals. The
decision follows the rescinding of a 2014 ban on this kind of research earlier this year. [Nature] [Science Alert]

Japan: Opposition party leader pushes for unified parliamentary force against ruling coalition

06 August 2019

(dql) The leader of the main opposition Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan has reached out to other oppositional parties and lawmakers
to build a unified parliamentary force against the ruling bloc in the Japan’s House of Representatives. The move, if successful, would break
with traditional parliamentary working style in Japan where the two largest opposition parties often battle each other leading to a fragmented
opposition. [Japan Times]
Currently, the ruling bloc of Liberal Democratic Party and Komeito controls 314 out of 465 seats, while the opposition parties and independent
lawmakers make up 151 seats, with the Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan leading the way with 70 seats, followed by the Democratic
Party For the People commanding 70 seats.
27 August 2019

Japan: Opposition seeks to challenge Abe’s party’s dominance
(jd) Japan’s two largest opposition parties have announced last week to form a joint parliamentary group in the Diet, in a strategic move aimed
to challenge the dominance of Prime Minister Abe’s ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) which together with its coalition partner Komeito
commands the majority in both chambers of the Diet, the House of Representatives and the House of Councillors. The move comes after the
ruling coalition solidly won the recent Upper House election. [Japan Today]

08 October 2019

Japan: Free preschool education introduced
(dql) Last week, a law on free preschool education in Japan, enacted last December, came into effect, making attending Kindergartens and
certified daycare centers free of charge for all households, irrespective of their income levels, for children aged between three and five. [NHK]
Meanwhile, latest figures released by Japan’s Health Ministry reveal that the number of babies born in Japan is declining even faster than
expected, with births from January to July falling 5.9% on the year to 518,590, marking the sharpest drop in 30 years and the fourth straight
yearly decline. [CNN]
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22 October 2019

Japan: Upper House election held in “state of unconstitutionality”
(dql) A court declared in a ruling last week that the election for the House of Councillors in July was held in a “state of unconstitutionality”
citing vote-value disparities between urban and rural constituencies. Dismissing demands of plaintiffs, the court, however, did not annul the
election results in three districts arguing that the parliament's failure to address the issue was within its discretion and not illegal. [Japan News]

Japan: Justice Minister becomes second minister to resign in less than a week

05 November 2019

(ls) Japanese Justice Minister Katsuyuki Kawai resigned on Thursday following media reports of election irregularities by his wife who is a ruling
party lawmaker. Kawai said he was stepping down to avoid harm to public trust in the justice system. He became the second cabinet minister
to step down in less than a week. [Reuters]
Before, Trade Minister Isshu Sugawara has already resigned over similar allegations. Both are alleged to have given gifts to voters. Some
observers say that the development are signs of party hopefuls competing for the right to succeed Prime Minister Abe, alleging that the
relevant leaks to a tabloid may have come from rival factions within the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). [ Straits Times]
The Japan Times sees nothing unique in the reshuffle and writes that it was a demonstration of Abe’s command over the LDP and that the
Cabinet is filled with members of Abe’s inner circle and close allies. According to this reading of events, Kawai and Sugawara did not belong to
this circle. [Japan Times]
26 November 2019

Japan: First law providing penalties for hate speech on the way
(dql) In a first for Japan, the city of Kawasaki is set to introduce a law that would ban and punish discriminatory remarks against a person from
a particular country or region in public spaces. A bill, submitted to the city’s assembly this week, calls for issuing warning and orders to violators
and, in case of repeated violations, for the disclosure of the violator's name and address and a fine of up to nearly 4,600 USD. [Japan Today]
Japan’s national Hate Speech Act of 2016 only condemns unjustly discriminatory language, but neither ban it nor sets penalties for it.

10 December 2019

Japan: Economic stimulus package approved
(dql) Last week, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s Cabinet approved an economic stimulus package worth 239 billion USD, in a move to support the
country's slowing economy which faces the impacts of a weakening global economy and trade disputes, but also difficult domestic structural
economic challenges such as an aging population and a deep underemployment of female labor force. [Japan Times] [New York Times]
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17 December 2019

Japan: New law under way to tighten screws on tech giants
(dql) Japan is set to tighten regulations to enhance the transparency of contracts involving technology giants and to prevent these technology
giants from abusing their market power to gain unfair advantage over small businesses that operate on their platforms. According to a bill
finalized by the government this Tuesday tech giants would be obliged to disclose the terms of contracts with customers and to report to the
government about their operations. [Mainichi]

31 December 2019

Japan: Official demographic data reveal worsening population crisis
(dql) Japan's Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare has revealed statistical data confirming the worsening of the country’s population crisis.
The estimated number of babies born in the country in 2019 fell to 864,000, marking the lowest number since records began in 1899 and
continuing the ‘below one million’ mark for the fourth consecutive year. Deaths in 2019 also hit a postwar record high of 1.376 million, resulting
in a natural population decline of 512,000, the highest ever. [CNN][Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Japan, in Japanese]
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7. Laos
Entry/Links

Date of issue

Laos looks to increase economic reform measures, bolster business climate

12 February 2019

(zf) In one of the world’s last vestiges of communist one-party rule, diversified economic expansion seems to be near the top of the
government’s wish list. In a meeting last week with development partners and international organizations, the Deputy Minister of Planning
and Investment made clear that increased sustainable growth is being pursued by the government via reducing barriers to commercial activity
and increased international investment. Furthermore, it was emphasized that strong private-public partnerships would be integral to the
country’s development. In a statement, a World Bank representative in attendance recognized the government’s efforts and reiterated their
institutional support for improved investment climates and regulatory standards. [Vientiane Times]

Laos: Government prioritizes child protection as U.N. cites continued high malnutrition rates

05 March 2019

(zf) Laos’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Social Welfare announced a partnership this week with RADION, an international NGO headquartered
in Chiang Mai, looking to increase official capacities in childhood education, welfare, and prevention of exploitation. The program is set to last
five years and will cost over $600,000. The policy directive comes amid renewed scrutiny concerning the plight of children in the country. In a
statement this week, the U.N. highlighted the large numbers of rural children that remain malnourished, despite the best efforts of
international organizations and humanitarian welfare groups.
For example, in the southern province of Sekong, nearly half of the child population suffers from malnourishment according to government
sources. In more assessable areas, it was emphasized that the combination of increased economic production, coupled with more reliable
access to World Food Programme assistance, has led to better outcomes. According to the WHO, an average of 44% of Laotian children show
signs of stunted growth, which is down from 50% several years ago. [Radio Free Asia] [Vientiane Times] [WHO]

Laos: National Green Growth Strategy takes shape, government considers imposing new tariffs on polluting companies
(zf) Earlier this year, President Sisoulith announced a government plan to endorse a set of policy goals aimed at ensuring the clean development
of Laos’ economy in the coming decades. While specifics of the plan, called the National Green Growth Strategy, are still being fleshed out, it
is a sure sign that Laos plans to take a lead in promoting clean energy in the region. Under the proposed policy direction, the government aims
to give tax breaks to industries that utilize practices deemed safe and sustainable for the environment, while imposing higher tariffs on those
that fail to meet those standards. Officials have made clear that details regarding the proposed tariffs have yet to be finalized. However, the
move is in line with other efforts to follow through with the new policy, which includes lower loan rates on green companies, and a monetary
149

12 March 2019

policy directive that gives investment incentives toward cleaner industry. At current rates, the government imposes a 24% tax on all company
profits within the country, with extra excise, value-added, and income taxes on top of that. [Vientiane Times]
26 March 2019

Laos: Cabinet approves changes to tax law
(zf) In an attempt to raise money in order to meet government revenue demands, Laos has approved changes to its tax law that will allow the
government to tax more effectively. Although specifics of the plan were not released to the media, it has been reported that the government
will likely seek to increase revenue streams by changes to its income and excise tax policies. While this move seems rather benign, it suggests
that the government is taking its revenue shortages seriously, especially amid serious allegations pertaining to the withholding of wages for
some government officials, and persistent shortfalls in government efforts to adequately distribute food security provisions in rural areas (As
detailed by CPG here and here). [Vientiane Times]

Laos: UN human rights rapporteur criticizes government focus on big projects at expense of poor
(zf) Despite being one of the fastest growing economies in Southeast Asia, Laos has been criticized this week by a UN human rights expert for
uneven access to economic success and a tendency for the government to focus on big infrastructure projects at the expense of the poor and
marginalized. The rapporteur, Phillip Alston, made the remarks after an officially mandated 11-day visit to the country to investigate the
economic and rights-based realities of ordinary Laotians.
Specifics of Alston’s critique focus on the forced displacement of local populations from large infrastructure projects, a lack of substantial
revenue streams generated from these projects that might bolster social spending coffers, stubborn poverty and child malnutrition statistics,
and a disregard for women and ethnic minorities in the government’s decision-making processes.
In response to the critique, a Lao foreign ministry official suggested Mr. Alston was biased and failed to take into account the progress that has
been made in the country. He also claimed that NGOs may have specific agendas that show an incomplete picture of what is happening on the
ground.
According to the World Bank, Laos has made strong improvements over the past several decades in wide range of domains, including overall
GDP, primary school enrollment, life expectancy at birth, and poverty headcount ratios [World Bank]. With that said, there is little doubt that
progress is uneven and that inequality and child malnutrition statistics remain troubling [U.N.]. Overall, the upshot may be that both the U.N.
and Laotian government should rightly acknowledge the progress that has been made yet commit to staying alert and responsive to the
significant progress that has yet to be realized. [Bangkok Post] [Washington Post] [Reuters]
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Laos: Wildlife trafficking in the spotlight after undercover report on tiger farming

14 May 2019

(zf) A scathing undercover Washington Post report outlined the ways Laos is failing to live up to its promises to shut down tiger farms within
its borders. Often located in rural locations and hiding behind guises as zoos or conservation centers, the article describes in detail the ways
corruption and a lack of regulatory standards allows breeders to operate unencumbered. These farms keep tigers in small enclosures and raise
them in order to sell their body parts, including the animal’s claws, skin, and bones, to wealthy buyers, often in mainland China.
Poor rule of law, coupled with a prime location in mainland Southeast Asia, are the main reasons why Laos emerged as a hub for wildlife
trafficking across the region. The report outlined that the government has largely ignored the farms, even after public promises in 2016 to shut
them down. Wealthy buyers across Asia prize tigers for various decorative items, and sometimes for their meat as a part of traditional Chinese
medicine. [Washington Post] [Mongabay]
16 July 2019

Laos: Is there an anti-corruption campaign in the making?
(ls) Since Prime Minister Thongloun Sisoulith came to power in Laos in early 2016, more officials have been dismissed because of graft, and
new laws created to tackle it. With growing criticism of corruption within the ruling Lao People’s Revolutionary Party, it appears that it is
becoming more commonplace to talk about corruption, which was not the case just a few years ago. However, observers insist that the nature
of corruption is intimately tied to the operation of the one-party political system in Laos. Similarities may therefore be drawn to the anticorruption campaigns in China and Vietnam which have largely erve the purpose of bolstering party rule. [ The Diplomat]

Dams in Laos criticized for limiting Mekong’s water flow and negative impacts on lives
(ls) Activists from Thailand's Mekong provinces issued a petition to the Supreme Administrative Court calling for "an urgent temporary order"
to halt the plans of the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) to import electricity from the Thai-built Xayaburi dam in Laos. The
plea comes as northern Thailand is hit by a severe drought due to late monsoon rains and low water levels in the Mekong. The petition said
current river levels in the area were in "critical condition". The project has long been criticized for its likely impact on the Mekong's fish species,
ecosystem and water levels. [ASEAN Post]
Another petition was submitted to the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC). The petitioners claim that a drastic drop in water levels
and the ensuing ecological impact such as drought and fish extinction in the Mekong River "will become normal" if a series of hydro-dams
such as Xayaburi dam start operating in the next three decades. [Bangkok Post]
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China is the most important stakeholder, being involved in a number of Laotian dam projects. A Chinese promise to release more dam water
to ease the crisis has raised worries over the extent to which the river’s natural have been forever disrupted. “Now China is completely in
control of the water,” said one activist. [Reuters]
Since last year’s major dam collapse at the Xe Pian-Xe Namnoy hydropower complex in Laos, thousands of Lao villagers are still living in
displacement camps, while construction is continuing on the dam, which is scheduled to be completed this year. The Laos government
conducted an inquiry into the dam collapse but has yet to release its results. However, government officials in May commented on the findings,
saying it ruled out "force majeure," or an unforeseeable act of nature. [Nikkei Asian Review]
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Malaysia: PH government and PM Mahathir down in polls

01 January 2019

(jk) Democracy can be brutal. First, the current government came into power against anyone’s – including the ruling parties’ own –
expectations. PM Mahathir has himself admitted that some of the manifesto he offered along with a number of campaign promises were not
necessarily made with the expectation of ending up in power. [ Today Online] Now, a lot has happened since the new PM took over and the
populace that has voted for the government is starting to ask questions. Figures from a survey conducted early this month put Mahathir’s
ratings at 53%. That is a 19% drop from a similar survey in June 2018 after PH won the elections in May. There is a consistent drop in popularity
across Malays, Chinese and Indians. [FreeMalaysiaToday]
Reasons for the headwinds are manifold and in addition to the yet unfulfilled campaign promises such as the abolition of a goods and services
tax, reintroduction of fuel subsidies, the cancellation of some specific debts owed by smallholder farms, a boost in the minimum wage and the
postponement of student loan repayments, there are inner party and coalition problems. [ ATimes, Strait Times] These pertain for example to
how to deal with the recent defections and resignations from the former ruling party or even within the ruling coalition as described in last
week’s AiR, or the staffing of own party leadership. [Strait Times 2] There is also some backtracking over racial issues, amid Muslim-Malay
protests against a government they allege to be manipulated by Chinese. Another huge issue always lurking in the background is the power
transition from PM Mahathir to Anwar Ibrahim. So far, their relationship has not seen any signs of significant deterioration but analyst will
keep a close eye throughout 2019 amidst first calls for PM Mahathir to complete his five year term but his personal reassurances to honour
the power transition agreement [Strait Times 3].
Malaysia’s government certainly has a full plate and the longer the current coalition is in power, the more they have to take responsibility and
the less they can (justly) blame on their predecessor and their fiscal and monetary impunity. Najib’s trial, meanwhile, is set to begin on February
12. This may provide some extra breathing room and a financial injection to state coffers should the trial go their way.
09 January 2019

Malaysian King abdicates
(ls) Malaysia’s King, Sultan Muhammad V. of Kelantan, has abdicated in an unprecedented move, ending weeks of speculation about his future.
Only two years into his five-year term, he resigned as the 15th Agong or Supreme Ruler of the federation after he took a two-month break
“following treatment”. It was reported during this time that he had married the Russian beauty queen Oksana Voevodina in Moscow. Other
rulers appear to have been uneasy with the arrangement and the possible coronation of Voevodina as Queen. Perak Sultan Nazrin Muizzuddin
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Shah will be the Acting King before a new monarch is picked by the Conference of Rulers, a meeting of Malaysia’s nine Malay sultans and other
civilian heads of states. [Straits Times]
Malaysia is a constitutional monarchy where the Agong – or “king of kings” – is appointed to a five-year term in the position, which he rotates
with the other sultans. According to the rotational system that decides who shall be the next Agong, the ruler of Pahang state is due to take
over – although the Conference of Rulers has the power to vary the order of succession. [South China Morning Post]
16 January 2019

Malaysia 1MDB: Did China Offer to Bail Out 1MDB in Return for Deals?
(jk) The [Wall Street Journal] has published a story regarding China’s overseas influence, based on newly surfaced meeting minutes of the previous
Malaysian government and interviews with former officials. Chinese officials allegedly told Malaysians that China would “use its influence to
try to get the U.S. and other countries to drop their probes of allegations that allies of then-Prime Minister Najib Razak and others plundered
the fund known as 1MDB.” This influence included full operational surveillance of reporters in Hong Kong who had been investigating 1MDB
by residence, office and device-tapping and computer- and phone data retrieval. In addition to this, Chinese-funded infrastructure projects
were reportedly planned at hugely inflated costs in order to settle some of the 1MDB debt.[ Channel News Asia] The East Coast Rail Link for
instance, which turned into a $16 billion project, was originally estimated to cost less than half. As previously reported, the project has been
suspended by the new Malaysian government under Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad and is reportedly being re-negotiated. The allegations
have been denied by both former PM Najib Razak, and Chinese officials. [ Malaysiakini] Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad Mahathir said the
documents were needed before the claim could be accepted and action could be taken. [Strait Times]

16 January 2019

Malaysia’s next King
(jk) After the abdication of Malaysia’s King as reported last week, Pahang state’s Sultan Ahmad Shah has stepped down to make way for his
son, Crown Prince Tengku Abdullah Sultan Ahmad Shah. This is relevant as according to the rotational system that decides who shall be the
next “Agong”, the ruler of Pahang state is due to take over and the move puts the Crown Prince next in line. It has been announced that a new
Agong would be declared on January 24 and formally sworn in on January 31. [SCMP]

Malaysia: Federal government sues Kelantan state on behalf of indigenous people
(ls) In an unprecedented move, the Malaysian federal government has filed a suit against the local government of Kelantan in the high court
of Kota Bharuthat for failing to uphold the land rights of indigenous people. According to the suit, logging companies, which have cleared vast
forest areas in Kelantan for plantations, had deprived the Temiar Orang Asli of their ancestral land and resources, and state authorities neither
consulted the community before granting the licenses nor offered them compensation. Malaysia has adopted the United Nations’ declaration
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23 January 2019

on the rights of indigenous people, which advocates free, prior and informed consent of communities that might be affected by commercial
projects. [Reuters]
30 January 2019

Malaysia: Malaysian royals elect new king
(jk) As widely expected, members of Malaysia's royal families last week elected Sultan Abdullah Sultan Ahmad Shah as the new king. His father,
Pahang state’s Sultan Ahmad Shah, had stepped down recently [AiR] in order to make way for his son, Crown Prince Tengku Abdullah Sultan
Ahmad Shah, who will now take the throne at the end of this month for a five year term. [Straits Times] The [SCMP] provides some background
on the selection process and powers of Malaysia’s King.

05 February 2019

Sultan Abdullah, Malaysia’s new king, ascends the throne
(ls) Malaysia’s new king, Sultan Abdullah Sultan Ahmad Shah who is also the sultan of Pahang state, took the oath of office at the national
palace in Kuala Lumpur on 31 January after the last monarch abdicated in a historic first following his reported marriage to a Russian woman.
Malaysia’s sultans trace a lineage back to the 15th century. The king is referred to as Yang di-Pertuan Agong, or “He Who Is Made Lord”. [South
China Morning Post]

12 February 2019

Malaysia: Former PM Najib’s trial over 1MDB scandal to begin this week
(jk) The former prime minister is among those accused of stealing some of the total of US$4.5bn from the Malaysian sovereign wealth fund

1MDB over several years. After the scandal led to his political downfall, the first court trial in the case will begin this week in Kuala Lumpur.
[Malay Mail] While this is only one of more trials to follow, it has some symbolic meaning. The ruling Pakatan Harapan coalition wants to be
seen as acting more swiftly and decisively on the matter than it was previously. Najib is denying the allegations and will want to further fight
his case in court.

Malaysia: Pakatan Harapan loses seat in by-election as ethnic politics take center stage again
(ls) Malaysia’s ruling coalition Pakatan Harapan (PH) lost a state constituency in Selangor in a by-election on Saturday. It had won the
parliamentary seat in last year’s landslide election victory, but a by-election had to be called following the death of the lawmaker in January.
The constituency was taken back by Barisan Nasional, the party of former prime minister Najib Razak. The loss is seen as a sign of waning
popularity of Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad’s alliance. One reason may be fear among ethnic Malays that affirmative-action policies
favoring them in business, education and housing could be taken away. [Reuters]
Mahathir leads a coalition government with a broad range of ethnic representation. It is far less Malay-dominant than was its predecessor.
People of Chinese and Indian descent hold key Cabinet portfolios. Former PM Najib Razak seeks to recast himself as a guardian of Malay rights.
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More than 60 per cent of the population of 32 million belongs to the Bumiputera, the “sons of the soil”, who are ethnic Malays and natives of
Sarawak and Sabah in Borneo. [The Nation]
PH’s loss was also credited to Barisan Nasional’s cooperation strategy between the United Malays National Organisation (Umno) and the Parti
Islam SeMalaysia (PAS). Commenting on the result, Mahatir said that such cooperation would most likely not work in a general election: “They
can work together for by-elections, because a win or a loss is not important,” he said. “But for the general election, they cannot work together.
If they do, PAS will be left with nothing.” [Straits Times]
The evidence of ethnic politics is also illustrated by the fate of the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), a political party that shared
governmental power with Barisan Nasional for 62 years. Umno’s turn toward PAS has left them with a problem: looming irrelevance. With
Umno concentrating on its Malay vote bank, the MCA’s shrinking share of the Chinese vote has rendered it of little value to the coalition. Umno
leaders have even suggested that the MCA “just leave” the coalition. [South China Morning Post]
12 March 2019

Malaysia: Malaysia joins International Criminal Court (ICC)
(jk) On Monday last week, Malaysia ratified the Rome Statute and with that, joined the International Criminal Court (ICC), becoming its 124th
state party. The ICC is a permanent international court focusing on serious human rights crimes such as crimes against humanity, war crimes,
or genocide. The court has jurisdiction in cases in which states that have ratified the Rome Statue – or voluntarily accept the court’s jurisdiction
- are unable or unwilling to pursue a case. [ICC]
Among the ASEAN member states, Cambodia was the first to ratify the Rome Statute in 2002, before the Philippines ratified the Statute in
2011. With Malaysia joining, three Southeast Asian nations will be party to the statue, however, the Philippines have declared their intention
to withdraw over the court’s reactions to President Duterte’s war on drugs. The Philippines are due to withdraw next week, most likely taking
the number of Southeast Asian member states back to two. [Verfassungsblog]
ASEAN member states have long quibbled over sovereignty issues with regards to the court, which is supposed to work under the principle of
complementarity to domestic justice, but does have the power to investigate without an explicit referral by a state party and is difficult to
reconcile with ASEAN’s strict policy preference of non-interference.
Malaysia has a number of reasons for joining the ICC, including concerns over the yet to be resolved Rohingya refugee crisis or Malaysia’s
position as a force in the international system. PM Mahathir’s ambitions for Malaysia to make a mark and play a more active role in ASEAN, as
well as his image as a reformer of traditional Malay politics play a role domestically. [ The Interpreter, ABS-CBN] The accession marks the ICC's first
new member state since 2016 and provides a welcomed counter-narrative to the trend of ICC withdrawals. Especially in Asia, where the court
has very little clout, this is significant.
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In related news, the [SCMP] has published an interview with the Malaysian PM on a wide range of issues, including great power politics as well
as domestic issues with regards to his predecessor in particular.

Malaysia: Umno MPs switch sides, bringing Pakatan Harapan closer to two-thirds majority

19 March 2019

(ls) Eight former Sabah Umno leaders have been officially accepted into Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (PPBM), one of the four member parties
of the ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) alliance. The group comprises four federal MPs, two senators and two Sabah assemblymen. Together with
10 more seats from its two Sabah allied parties, PH now has 139 federal MPs, which is just nine short of the 148 MPs needed to form a twothirds supermajority which would enable the government to amend the federal Constitution. Prime Minister Mahatir has said that he wants
to limit the tenure of the Prime Minister and chief ministers to two terms. [Straits Times]
26 March 2019

Malaysia to limit the use of the death penalty
(ls) The Malaysian government announced that it will seek to scrap the mandatory death penalty for 11 offences, including for committing acts
of terrorism. The other offences cover murder, hostage-taking, organized crime, offences against the constitutional monarch and the use of
firearms. The plan is to replace the mandatory death penalty with the death penalty on the court’s discretion. As of October, last year, there
were 1,279 people on death row in Malaysia, the majority of them for drug trafficking offences, which are not covered by the current plans.
[Straits Times]
At the same time, the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (Suhakam) criticized the government’s delay to abolishing the death penalty, the
repeal of the Peaceful Assembly Act 2012 and the Sedition Act 1948. Suhakam said it was also disappointed by the government’s failure to
ratify the International Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. [Free Malaysia Today]

Malaysia: Criminal trial against former PM Najib Razak to begin on Wednesday
(ls) The long-awaited corruption trial of Malaysia’s embattled former prime minister Najib Razak will start on Wednesday, Kuala Lumpur’s High
Court has ruled. The trial, which is related to the 1MDB corruption scandal, had been scheduled to begin in February, but was postponed twice
due to procedural issues and appeals filed by Najib’s defence team. Najib faces seven charges linked to a subsidiary of 1MDB. These relate to
42 million ringgit (US$10 million) which were found in his personal bank accounts. The scandal contributed to Najib’s downfall last May, when
his Barisan Nasional coalition was forced from power for the first time in 61 years by the Pakatan Harapan coalition that campaigned on an
anti-corruption platform. [South China Morning Post]
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Malaysia U-turns and withdraws again from ratifying Rome Statute of International Criminal Court

09 April 2019

(jk) Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad said on Friday that Malaysia will withdraw from ratifying the Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court (ICC) after Malaysian accession made news only a few weeks ago. The problems that have been cited were chiefly that acceding to the
statute will affect the sovereignty of the country's Malay rulers who could theoretically be tried in front of the court in cases of wrongdoing. It
was further alleged that the government has moved on this matter without prior consultation of the Conference of Rulers which violates the
federal constitution. [The Star][Jurist] In the aftermath of the announcement by the PM, and amongst many speculations as to the motives of
the move, there are rumours that the planned ICC accession was used by the Malaysian “deep state” as an issue to galvanize dissent and
attempt to bring down the current government, which in turn assessed the risk as being so high that a U-turn on the issue would be necessary.
[Straits Times]

Malaysia: Former PM Najib pleads not guilty at start of the first 1MDB-linked trial
(jk) As reported last week, the first of a number of trials against former Malay PM Najib Razak began on Wednesday in KL. The trial began
precisely a decade after Najib was sworn in as Prime Minister on the 3rd of April 2009. He continued to reign as PM of a Barisan Nasional
coalition until it was surprisingly defeated by the current government under PM Mahathir’s Pakatan Harapan coalition in the last general
elections in 2018. Najib faces a total of 42 charges on money laundering, corruption, abuse of power and criminal breach of trust, and to the
first seven – the substance of this first trial- he pleaded not guilty. [Straits Times]
According to the US Department of Justice, the Malaysian state-development fund 1MDB raised billions of dollars between 2009 and 2015. At
least $4.5 billion disappeared. Some of the money that disappeared through a complex system of shell companies and other shady financial
transactions across the globe, allegedly made it into the PM’s personal bank account which implicates him as well as others, such as the alleged
financial mastermind behind the scheme, Malaysian financier and now fugitive Jho Low but also global investment firm Goldman Sachs for
enabling the alleged fraud. It was announced this week, that Low’s superyacht, one of his seized assets that were allegedly bought with 1MDB
money, will be sold by the state. [SCMP] Najib’s own and his wife’s expensive collection of clothes, jewellery and other accessories did little to
disperse suspicion (one of Rosmah Mansor’s necklaces taken from their house as part of the investigation was valued at over US$25 million).
Nonetheless, Najib continues to claim innocence on all charges and currently campaigns in his own fashion to re-gain trust and sympathy from
the Malay people. His efforts include promoting a new version of himself that has dropped expensive suits for jeans and regular t-shirts, as
well as recording a song proclaiming his innocence. [Youtube]
A second trial covering further 25 criminal charges is set to begin on May 14.
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Malaysia: New Johor chief minister sworn in as PM Mahatir’s dispute with the Sultan continues

17 April 2019

(ls) Sahruddin Jamal was sworn in as the new chief minister of the state of Johor on Sunday, following the resignation of Osman Sapian, an ally
of Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad. Jamal was previously chairman of the state’s Health, Environment and Agriculture
Committee. Mahatir, earlier in the week, announced that Osman had quit amid mounting speculating that the sultan of Johor wanted him
removed from his post. The issue became a national affair as Mahatir said Malaysia would ‘no longer be democratic’ if the royal family had
absolute powers in selecting chief ministers, which provoked Sultan Ibrahim’s eldest son, Crown Prince Tunku Ismail, to say that Mahatir could
file sedition charges against him if he dared. [South China Morning Post 1]
The affair is also related to the government’s U-turn over the joining of the International Criminal Court (ICC). Mahathir last week tacitly blamed
Crown Prince Tunku Ismail for the move, following “confusion” among hereditary Malay rulers about its impact. Tunku Ismail had staged a
social media campaign against joining the ICC citing fears that it would erode the powers of the monarchs. [ South China Morning Post 2]
17 April 2019

Malaysia: Pakatan Harapan loses another by-election
(ls) Malaysia’s ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) alliance has suffered its third electoral loss this year, failing to win a by-election in the state of
Negeri Sembilan. Instead, Barisan Nasional’s (BN) retained the state seat of Rantau, which fell vacant after the Election Court nullified the
result of last year’s polls. However, the result in this constituency was not unexpected. Nonetheless, analysts say BN’s third consecutive win
affirms the relationship that Umno has with Parti Islam SeMalaysia in bringing together the Malay vote. [ Straits Times]

17 April 2019

Malaysia: Trial against former PM Najib continues
(ls) Former Malaysian prime minister Najib Razak returned to court for the second day of his high-profile 1MDB-related corruption trial on
Monday, 15 April. The seven charges are related to the theft of RM$42 million (US$10.3 million) from SRC International, a former 1MDB unit.
[CAN]
On Wednesday, the Federal Court had ruled against three interlocutory appeals filed by Najib. These were a demand for evidentiary and
investigative documents from the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission, including witness statements; questioning the attorney-general’s
withdrawal of a transfer certificate to move the case from the sessions to high court; and a demand for gag order on the media and public
from discussing Najib’s criminal cases. [Straits Times]

17 April 2019

Myanmar: Jailed Reuters reporters win Pulitzer Prizes
(ls) The news agency Reuters won two Pulitzer Prizes, one of them for revealing the massacre of 10 Muslim Rohingya men by Buddhist villagers
and Myanmar security forces. The investigative report revealed the massacre at the village of Inn Din, in the heart of the conflict zone of
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Rakhine state. The two young Reuters reporters, Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo, both Myanmar citizens, found a mass grave filled with bones
sticking out of the ground. They went on to gather testimony from perpetrators, witnesses and families of victims. In September last year, they
were sentenced to seven years imprisonment for violating the country’s Official Secrets Act. The case is currently under review by the Supreme
Court. [Reuters]

Malaysia: The continuing struggle over the role of the monarchy in state affairs

30 April 2019

(ls) In another round of disagreements between Malaysian Prime Minister and the Johor royal family, Mahathir Mohamad reiterated that the
ruling party of a state can reject a chief minister candidate chosen by the sultan through a vote of no confidence in the assembly. His comment
came after Sahruddin Jamal, who was appointed as Johor chief minister, reshuffled of the Johor Executive Council in a move that apparently
defied the Cabinet. [CAN]
The previous chief minister Osman Sapian had stepped down. Johor crown prince Tunku Ismail Ibrahim said it was his father Sultan Ibrahim
who ordered the chief minister to be replaced. However, Pakatan Harapan leaders insisted they were unsatisfied with his performance.
Mahathir listed events that led to the adoption of the country’s Federal Constitution, where it was agreed that Malaya (and later Malaysia)
would be a democracy where the people would choose its government. “The rulers would be constitutional heads without executive power.
Their position would be guaranteed by the Constitution, which would be the supreme law of the country,” he said. In response Tunku Ismail
cited Article 71(1) which states that the “Federation shall guarantee the right of a Ruler of a State to succeed and to hold, enjoy and exercise
the constitutional rights and privileges of Ruler of that State”. [Straits Times]
The most dramatic showdown between the two sides emerged in early April, after the royal households appeared to successfully pressure the
government into rescinding its decision to accede to the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. Sultan Ibrahim Ismail claimed the
treaty was unconstitutional and that the statute would disturb the “powers of the monarch, Malay special privileges, and the sanctity of Islam
in this country”. Last year, the government also backtracked on the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination. Back then, Tunku Ismail also questioned accession to the treaty. [South China Morning Post]
07 May 2019

Malaysia appoints its first female chief justice
(jk) The Prime Minister’s Office released a statement last week saying that Federal Court judge Tengku Maimun Tuan Mat will assume the
highest position in Malaysian judicial system with immediate effect. She is the first female chief justice Malaysia’s history. Her predecessor has
reached the mandatory retirement age of 66 years. [Malay Mail 1] More details on Tengku Maimun’s biography can be found here [Malay Mail
2].
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In recent weeks, there have been speculations about who will be the next chief justice, also in terms of the ongoing disagreements between
the Prime Minister and the Johor royal family as AiR reported on last week. [AiR 5/4] It has been suggested that the process to appoint a new
chief justice was taking longer than expected and that the new king was deliberating with other Malay sultans on the government’s candidate
even though he did not need to do so. [SCMP] The recent spat between PM and the royal family will not be helped by the fact that Mahathir
has been widely quoted calling the Crown Prince a “little boy” who does not know what he is talking about. [The Star]

Malaysia: Next round in Mahatir vs. the Johor royals as Pakatan Harapan marks one year in office

14 May 2019

(ls) In the next round of exchanges between Prime Minister Mahatir’s federal government and the Sultan and the Crown Prince of Johor, the
government alleged that the Rulers’ family has been involved in land-grabbing and tax evasion. Whereas the Johor Crown Prince would usually
respond with verve, he remained quiet this time. Previously, Mahatir even referred to the Crown Prince as a “stupid little boy”. [Straits Times 1]
[Straits Times 2]
The powerplay between Mahatir and Johor’s royal family, which came to a peak in Malaysia’s withdrawal from the International Criminal Court
(ICC) last month, illustrates the often-delicate relations between the government and Malaysia’s royalty, dating back to the late colonial era,
the early years of independence and, in particular, Mahatir’s first Prime Ministership between 1981 and 2003, describes CPG’s Lasse Schuldt.
[Verfassungsblog]
Meanwhile, almost exactly one year after Pakatan Harapan’s (PH) watershed election victory on 9 May 2018, the initial euphoria about a “New
Malaysia” has largely given way to reality. Mahatir’s popularity has fallen to 46 per cent from 71 per cent last August. Three by-elections were
won by the political opponent Barisan Nasional (BN). However, PH won its first by-election this year in Sabah in the Sandakan parliamentary
seat. [South China Morning Post] [Straits Times 3]
Human Rights Watch has raised concerns over the federal government’s fear of public opinion in failing to ratify the Rome Statute of the ICC
and the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD). [Free Malaysia Today]
Nonetheless, the Sedition Act 1948 is expected to be abolished this year, said Law Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department Datuk Liew Vui
Keong. However, after the abolition of the act, Liew said new legislation would be introduced to replace it: “We want to ensure that not
necessarily all statements made can be seditious because we want to ensure certain statements can enjoy some form of freedom… but not
that we want to allow everybody to simply make statements that defame our rulers and leaders especially.” [The Star]

In “New Malaysia”, reality bites a year after historic Pakatan Harapan victory
(cl) Debates are raging as to whether the new government has performed or not. For the new opposition, the government has failed on the
two things that seem to matter to them most, despite the fact that these same issues were among those that caused them to lose: race and
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21 May 2019

religion. [Straits Times] Support for the government fell to just 39% in March, sharply down from the 66% rating in August 2018, according to a
survey by independent pollster Merdeka Centre.
Following protests by Malays and a series of by-election defeats for the ruling Pakatan coalition this year before a recent win in Sandakan
[Chanel News Asia], many of its planned policies have been put on the backburner. For instance, as AiR readers know, Malaysia has rolled back
efforts to abolish the death penalty and revoke repressive security laws after pro-Malay groups raised objections. [Channel News Asia 1]
Most recently, the increase in the number of places on the government matriculation programme, of which 90% of places are reserved for the
indigenous Malay population, has drawn flak from minority ethnic groups. Many non-Malays had hoped that the one-year-old Pakatan Harapan
(PH) government would move away from race-based policies. However, this move signals an administration treading lightly around Malay
ethnic privilege, especially after it suffered a string of by-election losses that indicate wavering support from Malay voters. [The Diplomat] Amid
this tussle between the PH government and Malay groups, a debate has broken out over postage stamps bearing a local church, which Malay
rights group, Isma, said was “another example of Muslims being bullied” since PH won power, but was quickly rebutted by a civil rights lawyer
who pointed out that the stamps were first issued in 2016 when Barisan Nasional was the government. [Straits Times 2]
21 May 2019

Malaysia plans stiffer penalties for pollution offences
(cl/jk) More awareness of environmental issues as well as a recent controversy over illegally imported plastic waste have prompted work on a
new Environment Act, which would incur much heavier penalties than the current Environmental Quality Act of 1974. Should it come to pass,
fines of up to US$ 1.2 million would be imposed for environmental offences which deal with restrictions against air, noise, land and water
pollution, as well as open burning. [The Star] Most of the pollution offences also come with up to five years in jail and additional fines on a daily
basis. A trust fund is also being set up to reward whistle-blowers for effective enforcement. [Straits Times]
The new laws have been in the making since March, when the Energy, Science, Technology, Environment and Climate Change Minister
announced that the government was planning to introduce a law to compel those who pollute to pay for the clean-up operations and other
damage that they cause.
The moves also come in the wake of the recent toxic waste dumping into Johor’s Sungai Kim Kim river, which at its peak sent more than 4,000
people to hospitals. [New Straits Times] Malaysian authorities have charged a Singaporean and two Malaysian nationals over the incident. [The
Star]

21 May 2019

Malaysia forcibly returns Thai Asylum Seeker
(jk) According to Human Rights Watch, a Thai political activist who was registered as an asylum seeker by the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR), was returned to Bangkok last week. Earlier in April she was arrested by Malaysian police at the request of Thai
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authorities. She had fled Thailand and applied for refugee status with the UNHCR for fear of unjust prosecution and her overall safety in
Thailand where she is accused of sedition and organized crime for her involvement an anti-monarchy group. She was then designated a "Person
of Concern". [HRW]
28 May 2019

Malaysian officials go undercover to spy on non-fasting Muslims
(cl) Malaysian officials are disguising themselves as cooks and waiters in food outlets as part of a scheme to catch Muslims who do not fast
during Ramadan. While Muslims in multi-ethnic Malaysia have traditionally followed a tolerant form of Islam, critics say conservative attitudes
have been gaining ground in recent years. [New Straits Times] If Muslims are seen ordering food during the daytime, the officers will secretly
take pictures of them and contact the local religious affairs department for further action. [Fox News]
In Johor, Muslims who skip fasting can be punished with up to 6 months in jail or a fine of up to approximately USD$240, or both. Sisters in
Islam, a group promoting the rights of Muslim women in Malaysia, said the scheme was “shameful, and gives a wrong impression of Islam in
the eyes of fellow Muslims and people from other faiths”. [Kuwait Times]

04 June 2019

Malaysia welcomes Huawei and rebukes US strategy to avoid it
(jk) Malaysia has become the first country in Southeast Asia to rebuke the United States’ position on Huawei and while other countries were
avoiding the use of Huawei PM Mahathir said Malaysia had no intention of shunning the Chinese company and would use it "as much as
possible". [The Star]

04 June 2019

Malaysia’s anti-corruption chief quits
(cl) Malaysia’s Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission chief commissioner has resigned, just over a year into his two-year tenure, and his
request to have his contract shortened has been consented to by the Malaysian King. [Straits Times] He has been replaced by a prominent
female lawyer who is a member of one of the parties under the country’s governing alliance Pakatan Harapan, and is the executive director
for Lawyers for Liberty. According to the Prime Minister’s Office, this appointment was among the new and important measures taken in line
with the process to reform government institutions. [The Star] When asked why he decided to resign, the former chief commissioner said he
believes he has completed the task given by the government when he took on the position in 2018. [Malay Mail]

04 June 2019

Malaysia gets tough on illegal plastic waste imports
(cl) According to Malaysia’s Minister of Energy, Science, Technology, Environment and Climate Change, containers full of contaminated, nonhomogenous, low quality, non-recyclable plastic waste are entering the country, contravening local and international laws. [ Aljazeera]
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Since July last year, the government has cracked down on illegal imports of plastic waste, and shut down unlicensed plastic recycling factories
operated by Chinese nationals, which began mushrooming in Malaysia after Beijing banned plastic waste imports. [ CNBC] Only last week, the
police charged a small firm’s directors for 15 offences regarding the illegal dumping of waste, in a chemical dumping case that hospitalised
over 1,000 people earlier this year.
To further reduce harm to the environment and public health caused by improper disposal of waste, the Department of Environment
announced last week that it has drafted a specific legislation mandating consumers to send certain unwanted electronic items to places
licensed to handle e-waste. [The Star] The Minister further announced that higher penalties will be imposed on importers who illegally import
polluting garbage. [CNN]

Malaysia: Speculations surrounding political interference in appointments of key posts
(cl/jk) According to critical observers, recent instances of political interference in key appointments of a state-led enterprise and an anticorruption commission in Malaysia have raised suspicions that the Pakatan Harapan government is not standing by its election manifesto to
do away with putting political appointees in key posts.
While the board of directors of one of Malaysia’s biggest companies, Telekom Malaysia, said that its nominee for the permanent chief executive
position, which has been vacant since last year’s general election, was accepted by the Ministry of Finance, PM Mahathir revealed on
Wednesday that the nominee would not be elevated. [Free Malaysia Today] This is despite the Finance Minister, who supposedly has the final
say in such key decisions, revealing that he had not been informed of the rejection of said nominee. Stakeholders lament Malaysia's lack of
policy clarity amid frequent interventions in government-linked companies (GLC) by the Pakatan Harapan administration since Mahathir
returned to power last year. [The Malay Mail]
On another note, PM Mahathir’s move to bypass the Cabinet and appoint an ex-member of a political party as the new Malaysian AntiCorruption Commission (MACC) chief that we mentioned last week, has been questioned by said party’s leader, Anwar Ibrahim, who is slated
to succeed PM Mahathir as prime minister. Besides raising questions on whether the appointment contravenes the MACC Act, an MP from the
Democratic Action Party stated that PM Mahathir’s unilateral decision went against his election pledge to ensure a check-and-balance of such
appointments by the setting up of a Parliamentary Select Committee on Public Appointments. [ New Straits Times] Civil society group Bersih 2.0
added that her appointment made power of abuse inevitable, noting that former prime minister Najib Razak had used the same power to
appoint his allies into key positions to escape the scrutiny of 1 Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB) scandal. [Free Malaysia Today] In
response, Mahathir said that he did not want to be bound by the Cabinet in making this decision, adding that he consulted “others”, whom he
did not identify, about her character before making the appointment. [South China Morning Post]
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11 June 2019

Malaysia bans smart devices at Cabinet, Executive Committee meetings
(cl) Malaysia is banning all mobile phones and other digital devices from being taken into Cabinet, post-Cabinet and state executive council
meetings where policy matters and official secrets are being discussed, as part of an effort to prevent leaks. National Security director-general
added that this has become necessary as the uncontrolled use of such devices in ministries can compromise security and may violate the
Official Secrets Act 1972. Previously in April, the parliament was told that restricted zones that prohibit mobile phones or other communication
devices capable of recording information has been created in ministries to prevent the leak of confidential government information. [The Star]

Malaysia’s PM says has right not to extradite controversial Indian preacher

18 June 2019

(cl) An Indian national who is a popular figure in Muslim-majority Malaysia is wanted by New Delhi to face money laundering charges. Prime
Minister Mahathir stated that Malaysia has the right not to extradite the man to India if it feels he is not going to be accorded justice. In
response, the India released an enforcement directorate, which stated that it would seek Interpol’s cooperation to extradite him to face
charges in Malaysia. The man had espoused controversial views in his lectures and videos when answering issues linked to Hinduism with his
puritan brand of Islam. [The Star]
In 2014, he was charged by India’s National Investigation Agency with inciting terror and delivering hate speeches. In 2017, Bangladesh
suspended a television channel that featured him after the media reported that militants who killed over 20 people were admirers of him. He
was also banned from entering Britain in 2010. [South China Morning Post]

Malaysia: Pakatan Harapan’s internal feud boils over with gay sex video clip
(cl) Last week, videos of a man resembling Malaysian Economic Affairs minister and an aide to a deputy minister in bed engaging in sexual acts
surfaced in a targeted leak to journalists. Sodomy and oral sex are outlawed in Malaysia, and homosexual relations are deeply taboo although
it currently remains unclear if the video is evidence of a crime. [Straits Times]
That afternoon, Prime Minister Mahathir denied knowledge of the videos, sparking what may be the start of open warfare within his
administration. The senior private secretary confessed that he was the man in the video and further called on the Malaysian Anti-Corruption
Commission to investigate the minister for corruption. In response, the Economic Affairs minister, who is also the Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR)
deputy president, denied this “vicious libel”, claiming that he is a victim of sabotage. His supporters have further questioned the secretary’s
credibility, pointing to his past associations with Barisan Nasional and support of a rival candidate at polls last year. [ The Star]
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The Economic Affairs minister told reporters that he only knew that the secretary was a party member who joined the opposition and re-joined
the PKR after the Pakatan Harapan government won the elections, calling such behaviour characteristic of “an individual who has been
manipulated in this slander”. It is suspected that the PKR factional infighting led to the issuing of the sex videos. [ Malay Mail]
Another video clip was released on Wednesday, causing an Umno supreme council member to lodge a police report calling for an investigation
into its authenticity. On Thursday, Mahathir commented that he believes that the sex videos were fake. [Asia One] Hours later, the aide accused
the Economic Affairs minister of trying to get him to lie about the affair which he said had begun three years ago. [Free Malaysia Today]
The rapidly unfolding saga is reminiscent of how former deputy premier Anwar Ibrahim was ousted in 1998, which began with what seemed
like a coordinated attack. Then, he refused to resign and alleged conspiracy, launching the Reformasi movement which sparked violent street
protests. He was eventually convicted of sodomy, though this was overturned on appeal in 2004, and abuse of power. He was accused of
sodomy a second time and jailed in 2014 before being pardoned after the Pakatan Harapan government triumphed in elections last year. Yet
again, at the height of an internal power struggle, allegations of sexual misconduct are threatening to be the deciding factor, especially as
Mahathir is due to step down before the next general election. [South China Morning Post]

Malaysia: MACC clears Economic Affairs Minister as Umno’s ex-deputy PM faces new graft charges
(cl/ls) The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) has cleared the Economic Affairs Minister Mohamed Azmin Ali of any wrongdoing
following allegations that he was behind questionable money transfers. Investigations found that the alleged transfer from an engineering
giant into a bank account bearing the same name as the minister did not exist, and this was just one among the three cases of non-existent
accounts and transactions implicating the minister. [Malay Mail]
The investigations also found that there was no so-called Deutsche Bank account in the minister’s name that was allegedly opened in 2012.
[Today] The allegations were part of the sex video implicating the minister earlier this month, with the former deputy minister’s aide, who
confessed to being in the video, accusing him of corruption. [The Star]
Meanwhile, Malaysia’ former deputy prime minister Ahmad Zahid Hamidi faces seven additional corruption charges involving USD3.12 million
that he allegedly received in kickbacks from the operator of the foreign visa system while he was the home minister. [ South China Morning Post]
On Friday, he appeared in court in connection with another 33 charges related to the same case. [Channel News Asia]
In an apparently related development, Umno has been planning to amend its party rules in a bid to oust leaders who are facing court charges.
The move to make the changes raised speculation that the party wanted to oust the president, Zahid, who was on leave from his position, and
block tainted former president Najib from again taking up a top post. However, plans to change the rules have now been stopped in fear of a
major split in the party. [Today] Only a few days later, Zahid announced his return from garden leave to resume the office of Umno president.
[Malaysiakini]
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Malaysia pledges to decriminalise drug addiction in landmark move
(cl) Malaysia’s health minister has pledged to decriminalise drug addiction and drug possession for personal use, in a move it calls “a gamechanger policy”. According to the ministry, this move would be a critical next step towards “achieving a rational drug policy that puts science
and public health before punishment and incarceration”. [Aljazeera] The minister also cited evidence that showed decriminalisation of drug
addiction had not led to an increase in drug use and drug-related offences, and had instead led to reduced costs in the criminal justice system.
Currently, most of the 70,000 inmates held in Malaysian prisons are drug addicts. [The Star]
The measure is considered to be unprecedented, as punishment for non-drug trafficking offences in Malaysia can range from imprisonment,
whipping and fines, depending on the type and amount of drugs possessed and degree of offence. [ Washington Post]

02 July 2019

Malaysia to probe “sensitive” disappearances of pastor, Muslim activist
(cl) Malaysia’s Home Minister has announced that a former High Court judge will lead a task force to probe the findings by Malaysia’s Human
Rights Commission (Suhakam), which concluded that the police’s intelligence department was directly involved in the alleged enforced
disappearances of a Christian pastor and a Muslim man suspected of spreading Shi’ite beliefs in the country. [ The Star]
However, the appointment of certain members in the task force has been controversial given the inclusion of an official from the police’s
integrity department, which had failed to act on Suhakam’s findings or the families’ complaints over police conduct. [Malay Mail]
The issue involving their disappearances is sensitive in Malaysia amid claims that they were abducted by the authorities. The incident also
raised concerns about rising religious intolerance in Malaysia as Islamic authorities in the country ban the conversion of Malaysian Muslims to
Christians or Shi’ism. [Aljazeera]
The previous Barisan Nasional government had stonewalled queries by family members on their whereabouts, or whether the government
had a hand in their disappearances. The Pakatan Harapan government’s special task force was formed by the Cabinet last month following a
verdict by Suhakam that the Special Branch police was likely behind the two men’s disappearances, though the police had previously denied
involvement in their abductions. [Straits Times]

09 July 2019

Malaysia to take action against school over “anti-palm oil propaganda”
(cl/jk) Malaysia’s Education Ministry announced to take action against an international school for spreading “anti-palm oil propaganda”. [New
York Times] A video, which was circulated widely for a week on social media, showed students talking on stage about the decrease in the number
of orang utans due to the production of palm oil. The government sees this as an undue involvement of student propaganda activities in direct
conflict with national policy that “can affect the good name of the country”. [Reuters]
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Malaysia, the second-largest palm oil producer after Indonesia, has been increasingly vocal against foreign and domestic criticism that the
cultivation of the crop is resulting in deforestation and wildlife habitat destruction. It relies on palm oil, a daily commodity, for billions of dollars
in foreign exchange earnings and hundreds of thousands of jobs. [Channel News Asia]
09 July 2019

Malaysia discusses to lower voting age to 18?
(cl) The Malaysian government has tabled a motion in Parliament to amend the Federal Constitution and lower the voting age from 21 to 18.
This move would require the support of two-thirds of Parliament. Ruling coalition Pakatan Harapan (PH) and its allies currently control 139
seats, and are nine votes short of the number needed. [Channel News Asia] The opposition has made support of the change conditional, chief
among which is the provision for automatic voter registration to allow for citizens’ names to be automatically added to the electoral roll when
they reach voting age. The opposition also plans to table its own proposal, as a Private Member’s Bill, to similarly lower the age of candidates
standing for election from 21 to 18. [Malay Mail]
The vote will likely take place on 17th July, before the current parliamentary sitting ends. If passed, it would mark the first amendment with
cross-party support in Parliament since PH took power last year, and would mean that over half of Malaysia’s 30 million citizens will form the
electorate by the next general election due in 2023. [The Star]

Malaysia’s Islamic affairs minister defends himself over Uighur “training centre remarks”

09 July 2019

(cl) Malaysia’s Islamic Affairs Minister has been accused of visiting an internment camp built by Chinese authorities for its Uighur minority and
calling it a “training centre” and the remark that foreign reports of Uighur oppression in China were “false news”, a statement which he then
clarified as referring to Muslims in China in general. [Radio Free Asia]
According to Amnesty International, more than 1 million detainees are forced to political indoctrination, renunciation of their faith,
mistreatment and in some cases, torture. [The Asean Post] [South China Morning Post]
09 July 2019

Malaysian PM Mahathir urges UMNO members to join his platform
(cl) PM Mahathir urged members of rival party UMNO to join his party after it performed well in a former UMNO stronghold, the state of Johor,
noting that other new Malay-based parties were about to emerge what would further split up and weaken the Malays in multinational
Malaysia. [Malay Mail]
Mahathir was UMNO president during his first stint as prime minister from 1981 to 2003, but left to form his PPBM in 2016, which then joined
the governing Pakatan Harapan coalition that defeated the UMNO-led Barisan Nasional in the general election in May last year. [ Straits Times]
UMNO stated in response that PPBM would not be attractive to members of other Malay parties as PPBM was responsible for encouraging
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liberal values and the erosion of Malay rights by appointing politicians from the Chinese-based DAP to head important ministries. [Free Malaysia
Today]
The debate reflects the state of volatility in the multi-ethnic state after UMNO lost its historical position as both the chief representation of
the Malays and the party which led every government since independence in 1957.
16 July 2019

Malaysia: Sedition Act in use again
(ls) Despite repeated promises by the Mahathir administration to repeal the controversial Sedition Act, a Muslim preacher has become the
first to be jailed under the law since the Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition came to power last year. The public prosecutor even appealed for a
stiffer sentence. The convict is a member of Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR), the largest party in PH. A moratorium on further investigations under
the Sedition Act was put in place by the Cabinet in October last year, but it lasted only two months. According to observers, the Sedition Act is
being used by PH to calm growing anxiety among the majority Malay community. [Straits Times]

23 July 2019

Malaysia lowers voting age to 18
(kj) Following a motion tabled two weeks ago [AiR 9/7/2019], Malaysia’s Parliament has passed the Bill lowering the voting age from 21 to 18.
Out of 222 members of parliament, 211 members voted in favour of this amendment of the Federal Constitution. According to Prime Minister
Mahathir Mohamad, young people are increasingly politically aware, and hence should be provided the opportunity to “design the country’s
democracy”. He further added that the revision reveals Pakatan Harapan’s commitment to fulfil the promises it had made in its election
manifesto. [The Star] [The Straits Times] [Channel News Asia]
By 2023, this amendment would introduce about 7.8 million people to the electoral roll, and the total number of voters would rise to 22.7
million. Other revisions include the incorporation of automatic voter registration, which will allow individuals who have turned 18 to be
instantly eligible for voting. Additionally, the minimum age to run for elections has also been lowered from 21 to 18. [Aljazeera]

Malaysia: Anwar-Azmin rivalry anticipated to end in “uneasy truce” for now
(kj) As Malaysia’ Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad began truce talks, the tensions between PM-in-waiting Anwar Ibrahim and the Minister
of Economic Affairs Azmin Ali over a gay sex tape might be temporarily dismissed. Last Friday, PM Mohamad participated in a retreat organized
by the Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR), which is one of the parties of the ruling Pakatan Harapan coalition. In his speech, he pressed his coalition
leaders to fix their sights on their responsibilities so as to maintain the people’s support for them. Meanwhile, political opponents have begun
to regroup. According to observers, recent developments indicate that “an uneasy truce” between Azmin and Anwar is likely to ensue.
[Newpaper 24] [South China Morning Post]
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Malaysia: Law lowering voting age passed by Senate; not applicable to state assemblies

30 July 2019

(kj/ls) As reported last week, the Malaysian lower house passed a law lowering the voting age and the minimum age to run for elections from
21 to 18 years [AiR 23/7/2019]. The respective law has now been passed by the Senate. [Straits Times]
However, Minister in the Prime Minister's Department Datuk Liew Vui Keong clarified that the eligibility to be a state legislative assembly
representative in Malaysia remains at 21 years old. The amendment that granted 18 years old citizens the ability to vote and become political
candidates was restricted to Dewan Rakyat, the lower house of the Parliament of Malaysia. [The Star Online] [Malay Mail]
06 August 2019

Malaysia formally installs new King
(jk) After being sworn in at the end of January, Sultan Abdullah was formally installed as the 16th head of the country last week, beginning his
5-year reign. [The Star]

Malaysian Senator drops proposed anti-seduction law following backlash

06 August 2019

(kj) An outcry occurred after a Malaysian senator proposed a sexual harassment law to protect men from being seduced by women into
performing sexual crimes such as incest, rape, and molest. He had previously claimed that such a law is necessary for the safety of men as well
as peace in the country. [Reuters]
Women’s rights groups and politicians were enraged and argued that women should not be blamed for the sexual wrongdoings of men. Such
a law would only perpetuate sexual offenses, and the Senator's views were denounced “are archaic, regressive and patriarchal. [Malay Mail]
Noting the significant backlash on his proposal, the Senator has since backtracked and apologised. [The New York Times]

Malaysia: Disagreement over proposed bill on the unilateral conversion of minors
(kj) The Selangor state government has recently proposed a bill allowing the unilateral conversion of minors. Currently, in order for the faith
of a minor to be converted, the consent of both parents is required. If this bill is passed, consent will only be necessary from one parent.
Since the announcement of the proposed bill, it has received significant opposition. The Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) has implored
the Selangor government to uphold the Federal Constitution as the “supreme law of the land”, and to honour the ruling of the Federal Court
back in January 2018, in the M. Indira Gandhi case. [The Star] An MCA spokesperson added that the amendment will deprive the non-converting
parent of his or her constitutional rights, and dismisses the potential divisive effects on families and society. Women activist group Joint Action
Group for Gender Equality (JAG) also highlighted that in certain cases, Islam conversion has been exploited to obtain access to the Shariah
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Court system, so as to file for divorce and custody of children. This overlooks the right of the non-Muslim parent to be involved in the decision.
[The Star] [Malay Mail]
13 August 2019

Malaysia charge 17 Goldman Sachs executives over 1MDB scandal
(kj/jk) 17 current and former directors at subsidiaries of Goldman Sachs Group Inc have been charged by the Malaysian government for failing
to provide the necessary supervision over a deal. This is after an extensive examination into the multi-billion-dollar corruption scandal that led
to the fall of state fund 1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB). Goldman Sachs has fallen under scrutiny for being responsible in raising $6.5
billion through bond offerings for 1MDB, which has been at the centre of corruption investigations in more than five countries. [ South China
Morning Post] [Nikkei Asian Review]
According to Attorney General Tommy Thomas, under a section of the Malaysian Capital Markets and Services Act, the charges above holds
senior executives accountable for crimes that may have been performed by the firm. He added that given the gravity of the offence to “defraud
and fraudulent misappropriation of billions” in bond proceeds, the court will seek criminal fines and custodial sentences against the offenders.
However, Goldman Sachs claims that the charges are wrongly directed, and will be actively defended against. It also argued that according to
the Malaysian legal process, the directors and firm did not have the chance to be heard before the filing of these charges. [ Reuters]

20 August 2019

Malaysia: High Court postpones Najib's 1MDB trial to August 26
(td) Malaysia’s High Court has postponed the highly anticipated trial of former Prime Minister Najib Razak involving 1Malaysia Development
Bhd (1MDB) to make way for the completion of his trial involving the misappropriation of RM42mil in SRC International Sdn Bhd funds. After
hearing submissions from both parties, the court allowed to postpone the hearing to August 26.
As for the ongoing trial, Najib faces seven charges, three of which are for criminal breach of trust, one for abuse of power and three for money
laundering involving SRC International funds totalling RM 42 mil. He is also facing four separate charges under the Malaysian Anti-Corruption
Commission (MACC) Act and 21 counts of money laundering involving 1MDB funds amounting to RM 2.28 bil. He is alleged to have committed
the offences between 2011 and 2014. [The Star] [The Borneo Post]

Malaysia: Protests against government’s decision to renew rare earth plant license
(ls) Hundreds of protesters showed up at Taman Gelora in Kuantan to express their displeasure at the recent announcement by the Malaysian
government that a license extension would be granted to the Malaysian unit of Australian rare earths producer Lynas Corp. The protesters
accused the ruling Pakatan Harapan coalition of breaking earlier promises to shut down the site. Moreover, the government’s decision to scrap
a requirement for the rare earth plant to ship back its feared radioactive waste sparked a public outcry. [Straits Times]
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Malaysia: New Suhakam commissioner for children
(td) Law lecturer Datuk Noor Aziah Mohd Awal has been nominated the Commissioner for Children of Suhakam, the Human Rights Commission
of Malaysia, for the next term, beginning this year until 2022. Aziah is a lecturer at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia's Law faculty and a member
of the National Council for Child Affairs. Earlier this year, the government opted to appoint a children’s commissioner instead of establishing a
children’s commission to resolve issues related to the protection of children. [The Straits Times], [Free Malaysia Today], [The Star]

Malaysia: Corruption trial against former prime minister Najib has started

03 September 2019

(ls/td) Malaysia’s former prime minister Najib Razak’s corruption trial involving illegal transfers from the state investment fund 1Malaysia
Development Berhad (1MDB) into his personal bank accounts started on Wednesday with the prosecution saying that he had abused his
powers to enrich himself. The former prime minister is facing 21 counts of money laundering and four counts of abuse of power for receiving
illegal transfers. The United States Department of Justice has alleged that more than US$4.5 billion was misappropriated from 1MDB and about
US$700 million of that ended up in Najib’s personal bank accounts. [Straits Times]
17 September 2019

Malaysia: UMNO and PAS join forces to challenge Pakatan Harapan
(ls/td) Malaysia's two biggest Malay Muslim parties agreed on a political cooperation pact that they hope will unite the majority community
against the Pakatan Harapan (PH) government. The chiefs of former rivals UMNO and Parti Islam SeMalaysia (PAS) signed a "National
Cooperation" charter outlining the formal terms of their pact, which has won them three by-elections as an informal arrangement over the
past year. It stresses the primacy of Islam and the Malays. The alliance ends more than 40 years of enmity between UMNO and opposition
stalwart PAS. But it has also sparked fears of racial polarization. [Straits Times]
While non-Malays accuse the government of favoring Malay voters, Malays question whether it can continue to safeguard their privileges,
which are enshrined in the constitution. Malays receive affirmative-action privileges – such as housing discounts and preferential access to
education and business – that are meant to correct income inequalities. However, observers also say the policies have bred resentment and
stifled competitiveness. [South China Morning Post]

17 September 2019

Malaysia: Sabah and Sarawak demand better status
(ls) On the occasion of Malaysia’s National Holiday (16 September), the states of Sabah and Sarawak have renewed their demands for an
elevation of their economic development and legal status. When the Pakatan Harapan government lead by Mahathir Mohamad swept to
power in May 2018, it promised to restore autonomy to these territories. However, there has been little movement in this regard. An attempt
earlier this year to amend the constitution and restore its original wording specifying Sabah and Sarawak as equal partners failed, with East
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Malaysian lawmakers criticizing the amendment as being an empty gesture. The discrepancies in terms of economic development between
East and West Malaysia are substantial. East Malaysians often accuse West Malaysians of privilege and ignorance when it comes to Sabah and
Sarawak. [South China Morning Post]
08 October 2019

Malaysia: 18-year-old allowed to contest in by-elections
(td/jk) For the first time, an 18-year-old candidate will be allowed to contest in by-elections, starting with a parliamentary by-election in Johor
in November. This is seen as bringing a breath of fresh air in youth representation and will be the first such instance since the federal
constitution has been changed to lower the age of eligible candidates earlier this year. [New Straits Times] [The Star]

Fake news in SEA: Singapore's fake news law comes into effect, Malaysia's does not
(jk) Last week, Singapore’s fake news law - the Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act (POFMA), took effect. The new law
provides for criminal sanctions for individuals, including jail time of up to 10 years, and fines of up to S$1 million for technology companies.
Under the new law, any government minister can decide whether to act against a piece of falsehood on the internet and can order it to be
taken down or ask for corrections to be put up alongside it. Ministers can also order technology companies to block accounts that are spreading
alleged untruths.
Critics such as The Asia Internet Coalition described the law as the “most far-reaching legislation of its kind to date”. It gives the “Singapore
government full discretion over what is considered true or false.” [Asia Times]
To critics that have pointed to a potentially long and most importantly costly procedure of appeal, the government has said that it will cost "as
little as S$200" and take "as fast as nine days" for anyone to challenge a minister’s decision. Under the subsidiary laws to the act, court fees
for the first three days of the appeal hearing will be waived. However, according to the Straits Times, the minister also decides whether an
appeal against his or her decision will be accepted.
Companies such as Google, Facebook and Twitter may be required to ascertain the identity of those who want to put up any paid political
content in Singapore, like advertisements seeking to influence the outcome of elections. These companies may also be required to disclose to
the public the paid political content. They have been given a temporary exception from the law in order to give them time to implement the
technical measures required to comply with the law. [The Straits Times]
As reported last week, Thailand will open its first anti-fake news centre next month, tasked to combat unverified news on social media
platforms. [Asia in Review, No. 40, October/2019, 1] Thailand and Singapore are far from the only Southeast Asian countries that have
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prioritised a government approach to dealing with real or alleged fake news - Southeast Asia has in fact become somewhat of a "world's
laboratory" on this particular issue, argues CPG's Lasse Schuldt. [Voice of Asia]
Lastly, Malaysia's ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) government continues its attempts to prevent the former government's fake news law to be
enacted. PH wants to repeal the act after it was rushed through parliament by the Barisan Nasional (BN) government just before they lost the
national elections last year. This is PH's second attempt to repeal the law after its repeal was blocked the first time around by the upper house.
[The Straits Times]
15 October 2019

Malaysia: Bill on controlling police misconduct not passed
(ls) Malaysia's parliament has not passed the long-awaited Independent Police Complaints and Misconduct Commission (IPCMC) bill. Rather,
it was decided that the proposed legislation be referred to Parliament's Special Select Committee for Consideration of Bills. The bill aims to
make the police more accountable for its actions, including for the deaths of criminal suspects while in police custody. The call for the law
gained support this year following a public inquiry into the disappearances of Malaysian activists in 2016 and 2017. Overall, more than 1,650
custodial deaths were reported in Malaysia between 2010 and 2017. [ Straits Times]
The bill’s latest edition has been subject to severe criticism from civil rights groups. It accords the prime minister broad discretionary powers
to appoint or dismiss IPCMC commissioners. It also diminishes investigatory powers, does not allow for public hearings and does not clarify
procedural ambiguity. Modelled on the Independent Police Complaints Council of Hong Kong and Independent Police Complaints Commission
in Britain, Malaysia’s IPCMC was to be established by 2006, but the idea was met with political resistance as well as pushback from the police.
[South China Morning Post]

15 October 2019

Malaysia: Parliamentarians arrested for support of Tamil Tigers
(ls) Two Melakan state parliamentarians from the Democratic Action Party (DAP), which is one of four parties in Malaysia's governing coalition,
were arrested on police claims that they support the banned Sri Lankan of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) militant group. The arrest
raised tensions within the Malaysian government. Prime Minister Mahatir Mohamad, however, said the move was not meant to weaken any
coalition party. [Straits Times]

Malaysia: Anwar and the Prime Minister: continued rumours of transition difficulties
(jk) Amidst regular meetings between Anwar Ibrahim and the PM in Malaysia, rumours are not going away that the planned leadership
transition from current PM Mahathir to Anwar Ibrahim is far from certain. Anwar is supposed to take over before the next general election, to
be held by 2023, but rumours that this agreement will not be abided by have been strong since the deal was made.
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The latest suspicions arose after it was claimed that recent calls to unite Malay parties from government and opposition are part of a greater
plan to keep Anwar out of office. While a lot of the rumours are just that and many "moves" are possibly overstated in the heat of Malay
politics, the recent agreement to cooperate between two former arch-rivals UMNO and PAS has certainly sparked fear of increased racial
polarisation. [No. 38, September/2019, 3] [The Straits Times] [Malaysia Chronicle] The agreement builds on the allegation that the Pakatan Harapan government is
allegedly dominated by the Chinese, secular DAP (Democratic Action Party).
12 November 2019

Malaysia: Five men sentenced to caning for attempted gay sex
(ls) Five Malaysian men have been sentenced to jail and canings by an Islamic court for attempting to have gay sex. The men were caught in a
private apartment. Sodomy is a crime under Malaysia’s regular criminal code as well as under Islamic law, but it is rare for people to be found
guilty of the crime. The country operates a dual-track legal system, with Islamic courts handling some matters for Muslim citizens. Critics say
there is growing pressure on the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community in Malaysia. [ Malay Mail]

19 November 2019

Malaysia: Defeat for Pakatan Harapan in by-elections
(jk) Following the death of a Member of Parliament, Malaysia recently held its ninth by-election since the general elections in 2018. As opposed
to the general election in which the now governing coalition - Pakatan Harapan (PH) - won a major surprise victory against the Barisan Nasional
(BN) coalition that has ruled the country for six decades, the by-election was a defeat for PH with the BN's candidate re-claiming the seat.
PM Mahathir admitted that the defeat is a serious sign of his coalition's drifting popularity and the it will have to serve as a wake-up call to
regain the support of the population. The UMNO BN chairman went a step further and called the result a manifestation of their "rejection"
towards the current government. [Malay Mail]

26 November 2019

Malaysia: Mahatir-Anwar transfer of power remains uncertain
(ls) After suffering a by-election defeat in Johor ten days ago, Malaysia’ ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition is under increasing pressure to
deliver on its campaign promises. But maybe the bigger question is when exactly Prime Minister Mahatir will hand over power to his named
successor and one-time sworn enemy, Anwar Ibrahim. Both met to discuss several issues, including the leadership transition last week, and
insisted it needs to be done “peacefully and orderly in a reasonable period and with mutual agreement.” [The Star]
The South China Morning Post has gathered the twists and turns surrounding these questions since the government took office 18 months
ago. [South China Morning Post ]
Meanwhile, Anwar appears to face considerable opposition within his own party, the Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR). Last week, 22 Umno MPs
met PKR deputy president Azmin Ali in what observers considered discussions related to the transfer of power. Though the four-party PH
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coalition and its allies in Sabah have a total of 139 seats in Parliament, while the combined opposition has only 83, this configuration could
change in a no-confidence vote against Anwar due to a number of PH MPs not supporting him. [Straits Times]

Malaysia: Two communications service provider announce cooperation to roll out 5G - with Huawei

03 December 2019

(jk) Celcom and Maxis, two Malaysian telecommunication service providers, have announced that they will explore a possible cooperation on
the roll-out of 5G in Malaysia next year. The two providers already share some communication infrastructure and stated that joined resources
will allow for a faster and smoother roll-out. [The Edge Markets]
While the announcements make no mention of other companies, it is crucial to remember that back in October, both companies have agreed
to cooperate with Chinese telecommunications provider Huawei who will undoubtedly be involved in Malaysia's 5G infrastructure. Malaysia
has repeatedly said it is not concerned about the spying allegations against Huawei brought forward by the US government and is making its
decision based on affordability of Huawei products. [Reuters]
10 December 2019

Malaysia: Infighting in PKR as Umno and PAS announce alliance
(ls/fs) As reported in previous weeks, the growing uncertainty over who succeeds Malaysian Prime Minister Mahatir Mohamad once he steps
down has sparked rampant infighting in the People’s Justice Party (PKR), the largest party in the ruling Pakatan Harapan coalition. There are
two rival factions: supporters of Anwar Ibrahim, who has been announced by Mahatir as his successor, and those backing Azmin Ali, the PKR’s
deputy president and current Economic Affairs Minister. At the PKR’s annual meeting on the weekend Anwar alluded to “traitors” within the
party, which sparked Azmin to leave the meeting under protest. [South China Morning Post]
Anwar apparently referred to a recent event where Azmin invited dozens of opposition members to his home for a clandestine discussion. At
the same time, both Anwar and Azmin have been the target of sexual harassment claims. As for Anwar, this marks the third time the 72-yearold politician has been accused of indecent exposure by a former male employee. He has been imprisoned twice over the past two decades
for sodomy, charges which he had denied and denounced as politically motivated. [Business Insider] [Straits Times 1]
Meanwhile on the opposition side, a new Malaysian alliance called Muafakat Nasional (national consensus), combining the two largest MalayMuslim-based opposition parties, Umno and Parti Islam SeMalaysia (PAS), will be concluded in about six months, according to Umno president
Ahmad Zahid Hamidi. The Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) will also be part of the alliance. Thus,
Barisan Nasional will soon be replaced by Muafakat Nasional, which is expected to become a strong competitor of the ruling Pakatan Harapan
coalition. [Straits Times 2]
As AiR reported before [No. 43, October/2019, 4, No. 38, September/2019, 3], the former arch-rivals have agreed on the alliance, following informal
cooperation earlier this year, which lead to Umno winning four by-elections. The alliance arose fear of increased racial polarization against
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non-Malays and non-Muslims. Zahid, however, claimed Muafakat Nasional will be a ‘non-extremist movement beyond Malay and Islam’. [The
Star Online]

17 December 2019

Malaysia: 1MDB scandal case moved to High Court
(fs) The charges against two of the three units of the U.S. investment bank Goldman Sachs Group Inc. for their alleged role in raising $ 6.5
billion for the scandal-plagued state investment fund 1MDB [Asia in Review No. 12, March/2019, 3] have been transferred from the Magistrate’s Court to
the High Court. The review of the still pending petition for the third unit will take place on Dec 26. Specific reasons for the transfer were not
stated by the Attorney-General’s Chambers, but generally this indicates the gravity of the case. The commanding prosecutor refused the
dropping of charges. [South China Morning Post]
Prior negotiations between the investment bank and Malaysia about an out-of-court settlement are still ongoing with both sides intending to
avoid a decision by court after an offered compensation in the range of one billion dollars was considered too low by Prime Minister
Mahathir. [The Straits Times]

Malaysia/Indonesia: Muslim protests against China’s treatment against Uighurs
(jk/fs) Hundreds of Muslims gathered in Kuala Lumpur to demonstrate against China’s mistreatment of its Muslim Uighur minority. Protesters
mainly consisted of members of two Muslim groups, the Malaysian Muslim Youth Movement (ABIM) and the hardline pro-caliphate group
Hizbut Tahrir Malaysia (HTM). Two representatives, one of each group, went to the People’s Republic of China’s embassy, but were declined
entry.
HTM spokesman Abdul Hakim Othman demanded from the Malaysian government “to provide help to the Muslims of China as much as
possible, including providing them space here if they should wish to seek protection”. Furthermore, he urged the government to suspend all
political and economic ties with China and, in case of increasing hardships for fellow Muslim, even to issue a military warning of “jihad”.
[MalayMail]

In Indonesia, in similar protests, over a thousand Muslims marched towards the Chinese embassy as well
While the Indonesian Security Minister told the government had summoned the Chinese Ambassador to explain the situation Xinjiang. [The
Straits Times]
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10. Maldives
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Maldives: Supreme Court quashes death by stoning verdict for adultery

16 January 2019

(ls) The Supreme Court of the Maldives has overturned a death by stoning verdict handed down by an island magistrate court to a woman
found guilty of having extramarital sex. The Supreme Court found a violation of the 2014 sex crimes law. Under the penal code that came into
force in mid-2015, unlawful sexual intercourse carries a jail sentence of between six months to two year depending on the marital status of
the offender. A judge is also given the discretion to order 100 lashes in public for premarital sex. But the death by stoning verdict was issued
under section 1205 of the penal code, which was amended to state that Islamic Shariah punishments must be meted out to persons found
guilty of committing a crime for which punishment is prescribed in the Shariah “even if it is stated otherwise in this law”, causing legal
uncertainty. [Maldives Independent]

Maldives: Theft and Corruption charges against former President and Finance Minister

19 February 2019

(jk) As previously reported [AiR], the Maldives – looking more and more to resemble recent events in Malaysia- have begun looking closely at
the what exactly the deals were that were made between the People’s Republic of China and the previous administration under President
Yameen. Last week it was announced that charges will be brought against the former president. He was charged with corruption and moneylaundering, with a potential sentence of 15 years in prison. [Al Jazeera] Days later, former justice minister and close aide to Yameen, Azima
Shakoor, was also charged for allegedly embezzling millions of dollars. [Times of India]
26 February 2019

Former Maldivian president Yameen detained
(ls) After charges for corruption and money-laundering were brought against the Maldives’ former President Abdulla Yameen – see last week’s
AiR edition for more details –, a court has ordered him be held in state custody until the end of the trial. Yameen was taken to a remand center
on Maafushi, an island near Male. [Al Jazeera]

Maldives: Parts of ruling coalition breaks with Soli over parliamentary polls
(jk) The Jumhooree Party (JP), one in the four-party ruling coalition headed by President Solih’s Maldivian Democratic Party, has declared
support for predecessor Abdulla Yameen’s Progressive Party of Maldives (PPM) and People's National Congress (PNC) nominees in some 32
constituencies in the upcoming parliamentary elections. In turn, the PPM-PNC coalition would back the nominees of JP for 37 seats. The deal
applies to constituencies in which JP and PPM-PNC do not face each other. The deal is being criticised as the government does not wish any
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part of their coalition to support any allies of former President Yameen who is currently in prison. JP itself is not fully behind the move, as a
number of high-ranking JP politicians including the country’s Vice-President, Transport Minister, Tourism Minister and Environment Minister
have declared allegiance to President Solih. [Maldives Independent 1, Maldives Independent 2]

Maldives: President warns of possible coup if his party fails to win a majority

26 March 2019

(jk) President Solih of the Maldives has warned that his government may be vulnerable to a coup attempt if his party fails to win a majority of
seats in the April 6 parliamentary elections. With his statement, he followed former President Nasheed who says he has suffered the same
fate when he was ousted in 2012. Solih and Nasheed were on the campaign trail together and Nasheed said a coup can start in parliament if
there is no majority. According to him, “the coup plot begins with no-confidence votes against ministers, followed by obstruction and blocking
of funds for projects. In the last stage, judges and members of independent bodies as well as the police and military become politicised and
accept bribes to undermine the government.” [Maldives Independent]
02 April 2019

Maldives: Court orders release of former Maldives president Yameen
(jk) Former President Yameen, who was arrested earlier this year on charges of money laundering, was released from custody. The High Court
said the prosecution has not provided evidence that would warrant an extension of custody. His former party, the Progressive Party of
Maldives– of which he is not a member anymore, will contest in parliamentary elections this coming weekend, contesting for 87 parliamentary
seats. [ATimes]. A freeze on his bank accounts (holding about $6.5 million) has been temporarily lifted as well but it is currently unclear whether
the freeze will be reinstated [Raajje]. In any case, the court said the investigations and the case against him will proceed. [The Hindu]

Maldives elections: President’s party wins sweeping majority, is expected to recalibrate relations with China
(ls) Maldives President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih’s Maldivian Democratic Party declared a sweeping parliamentary election victory on Sunday.
The party is projected to win almost 60 seats in the 87-seat parliament. It could be the first time a single party wins a majority in parliament
since the Indian Ocean archipelago nation became a multiparty democracy in 2008 after decades of autocratic rule. Solih promised to continue
the fight against corruption in the country. [BBC]
Solih himself assumed the presidential office after defeating his predecessor Yameen Abdul Gayoom, who has since faced criminal
investigations over allegations of corruption. However, Solih’s coalition cracked and despite repeated efforts, he failed to secure parliamentary
approval for promised commissions to inquire into corruption, the disappearance of a journalist and the killing of a blogger during Yameen’s
rule. [Bloomberg]
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The MDP’s win also solidifies the comeback of the country’s first democratically elected president and MDP leader Mohamed Nasheed, who
was in exile until late last year following a controversial terrorism conviction during the rule of Yameen. On the other hand, Yameen spent
more than a month in police custody last month.
Moreover, Solih is expected to follow up on his promise to investigate debts to China, which could run as high as $3 billion. The Maldives has
been caught in a battle for influence between India and China, which invested millions of dollars during Yameen’s rule as part of its Belt and
Road plan. Yameen denies any wrongdoing in relation to the Chinese debt. [Reuters]

Maldives: Parliament repeals law allowing foreign land ownership in a move to preserve sovereignty

23 April 2019

(ls) The Maldives has canceled a 2015 law that allowed foreigners to own land. The government said the move addressed concerns about
potential loss of sovereignty. In 2015, the parliament controlled by supporters of former president Abdullah Yameen changed the land
ownership laws to allow the government to sell land to foreigners ready to invest over $1 billion, so long it was reclaimed from the sea. The
move by the pro-China Yameen provoked concern that foreign powers could use such land for military purposes. The Maldives now reverts to
the old law under which land can only be leased to foreigners for 99 years. [Reuters]

Malaysia: Government agrees to revive China-backed Bandar Malaysia project

23 April 2019

(jk) A week after Malaysia resumed the China-backed East Coast Rail Link project (ECRL) after the Chinese contractor agreed to cut the
construction cost as reported last week, the government has announced it is also reviving a Kuala Lumpur property project which was shelved
two years ago. The Bandar Malaysia project is also linked to China and was first developed by former PM Najib Razak. Its development became
problematic as the land on which it was to be built was linked to the 1MDB state fund for which Najib now faces criminal charges. The ECRL
and Bandar Malaysia will “be a significant contribution to the Belt and Road Initiative which Malaysia expects to be able to tap on and exploit
its multiplier effects along the value chain,” PM Mahathir said on Friday. [AP News]
With regards to the 1MDB scandal and ongoing investigations as to the implication of global investment firm Goldman Sachs, compliance
expert Grant Newsham has little doubt the bank could have done a lot better if a resolute and appropriate compliance mechanisms had been
in place. “The 1MDB imbroglio highlights a fundamental tension at financial firms […] The “front office” bankers want to do deals – any deal
at all – while the “back office” – compliance or whichever unit vets customers and deals – tries to keep the front office from doing something
unwise or illegal.” [AndMagazine]
27 August 2019

Maldives: First female judges nominated for the Supreme Court
(ls) The Maldives’ President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih has nominated two female judges to the Supreme Court, sparking a backlash from religious
scholars who contend that Islam prohibits women from serving as judges. Local sheikhs largely hold the appointments to be contrary to Shariah
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law and noted that the Maldives constitution prohibits the enactment of any law contrary to Islam. Despite the criticism, parliamentary
approval appears to be certain as Solih’s Maldivian Democratic Party controls a nearly three-quarters majority of the 87-member parliament.
[Maldives Independent]

Maldives: Commission finds that former president Yameen covered up Al-Qaeda murders

03 September 2019

(ls) In the Maldives, the Presidential Commission on Investigation of Murders and Enforced Disappearances has concluded that three persons,
including a well-known journalist, were killed by Bilad-al-Sham, a local extremist group linked to Al-Qaeda. The commission found that the
previous government under president Abdulla Yameen covered up the murders. The group is also responsible for the assassination of a
moderate legislator in 2012 and two liberal bloggers in 2012 and 2017. [Straits Times]
24 September 2019

Maldives becomes signatory to New York Convention
(ls) The Maldives has become a signatory to the UN Convention on the Recognition and Enforcement of Foreign Arbitral Awards, also known
as the New York Convention. As a party to the convention, Maldivian courts will be obliged to recognize and enforce arbitration awards
determined in other states. The Maldives became the 161st nation to sign the convention and will need to ratify it after enacting a new law.
[Maldives Independent]

15 October 2019

Maldives: Government shuts down human rights organisation
(jk) The Maldives government “temporarily” shut down the country’s leading human rights organization, the Maldives Democracy Network
(MDN) in order to maintain “public order and communal harmony.” The group had been under pressure from critics, in particular hard-line
Islamist groups, claiming that it had insulted Islam when it published a report on radicalisation on its website back in 2015. [Human Rights Watch]

12 November 2019

Maldives: Human Rights NGO banned over anti-Islamic report
(jk) The Maldives government that had “temporarily” shut down the country’s leading human rights organization, the Maldives Democracy
Network (MDN), recently [Asia in Review No. 42, October/2019, 3] has now decided to fully ban the MDN.
The group had been criticised by hard-line Islamist groups, claiming that it had insulted Islam when it published a report on radicalisation on
its website a few years ago, which has now been confirmed by the Islamic ministry and police the police. The NGO dissolution follows from
breaking the 2003 associations law prohibiting NGOs from contradicting tenets of Islam or undermining religious unity. [ Maldives Independent]
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Maldives: Ex-president Yameen sentenced to five years in prison
(ls) Former Maldivian president Abdulla Yameen has been found guilty of money-laundering by a criminal court. The 60-year-old opposition
leader was fined US$5 million and sentenced to five years in prison, the minimum jail term stipulated in the 2014 anti-money laundering law.
Yameen had served from 2013 to 2018. During his tenure, several opponents were exiled and jailed. A famous critic/blogger was killed. [Maldives
Independent ]
During the five years that Yameen was president, the relationship between the Maldives and India deteriorated because of Yameen’s favorable
stance toward China which invested millions of dollars in the archipelago. After Yameen’s tenure ended, relations between India and Maldives
have improved. [Indian Express]

10 December 2019

Maldives: New Chief Justice for overhauled Supreme Court
(jk) The parliament in Male confirmed President Soliih’s nominee, Muthasim Adnan as new chief justice. Adnan was removed former President
Yameen's regime in 2014 (UN OHCHR:2014). [Edition]
The new parliament has now removed all five Justices inherited from the Yameen administration with the last justice leaving office last week.
[The Maldives Independent]
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11. Mongolia
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Mongolia: Parliamentary speaker demanded to step down

01 January 2019

(dql) Tens of thousands of citizens took to the streets on Thursday to protest against corruption among the political elite, demanding among
others the resignation of parliamentary speaker Enkhbold Miyegombo whom they accuse of selling off government positions and thereby
amassing a fortune of 23 million USD. [Al Jazeera]
30 January 2019

Mongolia: Parliament speaker ousted
(dql) Mongolia's parliament voted to oust its speaker Enkhbold Miyegombo following protests in December and January demanding his
resignation over alleged selling of government positions. President Khaltmaa Battulga, who won the 2017 presidential election against
Enkhbold, introduced legislation to permit a vote to oust the parliament speaker. [ Channel News Asia]

Mongolia: New laws raised concerns over fate of country's young democracy

02 April 2019

(dql) The Mongolian parliament last week approved amendments to the Laws on the Legal Status of Judges, Public Prosecutor's Office and
Anti-corruption allowing the National Security Council to revoke the mandate of chief judges and the heads of the public prosecutor's office
and anti-corruption agency.
The move, which comes at a time when two-thirds of the 75 lawmakers are investigated over allegations of embezzlement of public funds,
was followed by the dismissal of the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and removed the Prosecutor-General and his deputy from their official
positions a day after the amendments.
Critics voiced concerns over the threats posed by these laws to the separation of powers and systems of checks and balances in the country.
[Transparency International] [Foreign Policy]
04 June 2019

Mongolia: Protesters demand government to step down
(dql) Thousands of government-critical protesters took to the streets of Mongolia’s capital, Ulaanbaatar, last week and demanded the
resignation of the leadership over corruption allegations and failure to revive the country’s struggling economy.
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Mongolia was plunged into an economic crisis in 2016 over disputes with foreign investors like mining giant Rio Tinto, government
overspending and slipping commodity prices from which the country has not recovered yet. Government pledges of large spending on
infrastructure, social services and housing based on foreign investment have remained unmaterialised. [Reuters]
09 July 2019

Mongolia: Concerns over dismissal of judges
(dql) Transparency International expressed extreme concerns over the dismissal of 17 judges two weeks ago by the Judiciary Council and
National Security Council. The judges, accused of corruption, were dismissed on the basis of amendments to the laws governing the judiciary
and anti-corruption agency adopted in an emergency session of the parliament in March, at a time when two-thirds of Mongolia’s
76 lawmakers were investigated over allegations of embezzlement of public funds. [ Transparency International] [AiR 1/4/2019]

Mongolia’s parliament set to debate country’s first whistle-blower protection law

01 October 2019

(dql) Transparency International (TI) has welcome Mongolia starting to debate in the parliament a draft law on whistleblower protection,
submitted in 2016, as part of a reform of the country’s anti-corruption law. At the same time TI has warned against attempts of the parliament
to shrink space for political rights in Mongolia. [Transparency International]
22 October 2019

Mongolia added to FATF “grey list”
(dql) The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) last week put Mongolia on its “grey list” of nations whose financial systems are considered to have
deficiencies in anti-money laundering and anti-terrorism financing regimes. [Bloomberg]

Mongolia: Hundreds of Chinese citizens detained in crackdown on cyber crime

12 November 2019

(dql) Mongolian local authorities announced that 800 Chinese citizens have been arrested on various charges including illegal gambling, fraud,
computer hacking, identity theft and money laundering. [Reuters]

Mongolia: Constitution amended to strengthen Prime Minister against President
(dql) Mongolia’s parliament last week approved amendments to the country’s constitution which aim to strengthen the powers of the prime
minister by giving the office full authority to appoint and dismiss the cabinet.
In Mongolia’s political system, power has so far been shared by an elected president and the government appointed by parliament and headed
by a prime minister. The president, who usually has come from the opposition party, has been able to veto legislation and initiate his own.
The system has made it difficult for governments to implement their policies. [Reuters]
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Mongolia: Head of Constitutional Court dismissed over sexual harassment case
(dql) Mongolia’s Constitutional Court last week dismissed its chairman Odbayar Dorj from his office for sexually harassing a Korean flight
attendant on his flight to South Korea weeks ago. Dorj, however, remains one of the nine members of the court. [Channel News Asia]
The case sheds light on the fact that there is no legislation to punish sexual harassment and to protect the victims in Mongolia.
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12. Myanmar
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Myanmar: Rebels breach ceasefire, army says

01 January 2019

(dql) Myanmar's army accused rebels of attacking and killing some of its soldiers in the first skirmish following the unprecedented
announcement of a four-months ceasefire in the troubled northern and eastern regions by the army on December 21. A statement on Friday
from the Office of the Commander-in-Chief announced that the army would uphold the ceasefire. [ Channel News Asia]

Myanmar: Resurgence of conflict between AA and Tatmadaw in Rakhine State amid ceasefire
(cc) While the Tatmadaw unilaterally announced a four months ceasefire in Kachin and Shan States on Friday December 21, clashes with the
Arakan Army (AA) continue in Rakhine State, which is not included in the ceasefire. The Northern Alliance, composed of four Ethnic Armed
Organisations (EAOs), the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) the Arakan Army (AA) and the
Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), first welcomed the announcement before stating they will not adhere to the
Tatmadaw’s conditions if Rakhine state is not included in the peace process. [The Irrawaddy]
On January 2, Rakhine State Chief Minister U Nyi Pu’s convoy was attacked when three mines exploded on his way from Kyaukphyu. The AA
denied any involvement in the mine attack and U Khine Thukha, spokesman for the EAO, suggested it could have been orchestrated by the
Tatmadaw. [The Irrawaddy 2] The police is now investigating what is the second attack against U Nyi Pu since December 2017. [ The Myanmar
Times]
The conflict escalated on Friday when the AA conducted a series of coordinate attacks on four border outposts in Buthidaung township in
Northern Rakhine State, killing 14 policemen and injuring nine others. On Saturday, the EAO announced it released 13 Border Police officers
and 4 civilian women who have been captured during the attacks,and stated the release has been done following the international legal
provisions regarding the treatment of prisoners of war. [The Irrawaddy 4] [Reuters] Thousands of civilians fled their homes since the attacks and
found refuge in temporary camps with scarce resources, provoking high tensions in an already tense situation. [The Myanmar Times 2] The
Myanmar National Human Rights Commission condemned the attacks, stating that it could undermine national reconciliation and the peace
process. [The Myanmar Time 3]
However, Rakhine State is not the only conflict area in Myanmar and while Shan State is covered by the Tatmadaw’s ceasefire, 316 persons
fled their villages in Namtu township in Northern Shan State on January 1 and 2 due to clashes between the Restoration Council of Shan
State/Shan State Army South (RCSS/SSAS) and the combined forces of Shan State Progressive Party/ Shan State Army North (SSPP/SSAN) and
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the Ta’ang Nationalities Liberation Army (TNLA). [The Irrawaddy 5] The TNLA also accused the Tatmadaw of increasing its troop number in Shan
State since the announcement of the ceasefire, an allegation denied by the spokesman for the North East Command. [The Myanmar Times 4]

Myanmar: Military retains influence over General Administration Department

09 January 2019

(cc) The Myanmar government appointed U Tin Myint as Deputy minister for the Office of the Union Government, a week after it was
announced that the control of the General Administration Department will be shifted from the military-led Ministry of Home Affairs to the
civilian Ministry of the Union Government office. The newly appointed deputy minister is the director general for the GAD and is a former
captain in the Tatmadaw. While the move from military to civilian control of the powerful GAD has been welcomed by many, U Tin Myint is
not the only former military who will be involved in the supervision of the “backbone of Myanmar’s public administration” as retired Colonel
U Min Thu was appointed Minister of the Office of the Union Government in November. [Myanmar Times] [The Irrawaddy]
16 January 2019

Myanmar: Appeal by the two jailed Reuters’ journalists rejected
(cc) On January 11, a Myanmar Court rejected the appeal by Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo, upholding a 7 years jail sentence for breaching the
Official Secrets Act. The two reporters were arrested in September 2017 while they were investigating the killings of 10 Rohingya in Rakhine
State as part of the crackdown against the Muslim minority ethnic group that forced over 700,000 people to flee to Bangladesh. In April, Police
Captain Moe Yan Naing testified in Court that the Reuters’ journalists had been trapped as the order to give them “secret document” was
given by a Police Chief. Despite rumors of his release, the policeman is still jailed at Insein Prison for violating the Police Disciplinary Act.
[Myanmar Times]
In their plea in December, the defense lawyers argued that, in the lower Court’s judgement, the burden of proof had been shifted on the
defendant, impeding the presumption of innocence but for Judge Aung Naing the defense did not have sufficient proof the reporters had been
set up. Stephen J. Adler, Editor-in-Chief at Reuters stated “Today’s ruling is yet another injustice among many inflicted upon Wa Lone and Kyaw
Soe Oo. They remain behind bars for one reason: those in power sought to silence the truth. Reporting is not a crime, and until Myanmar
rights this terrible wrong, the press in Myanmar is not free, and Myanmar’s commitment to rule of law and democracy remains in doubt.”
[Reuters]
Some observers, including the Ambassador for the European Union in Myanmar, qualified the verdict of “miscarriage of justice” and he in
particular raised concern “for the independence of the justice system of Myanmar”. As of yet, nothing has been said regarding whether the
defense will appeal to the Supreme Court. [Reuters 2]
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Deterioration of the situation between Tatmadaw and Arakan Army in Rakhine State

16 January 2019

(cc) On January 7, President U Win Myint convened a high-level meeting on national security and current international relations to discuss the
recent attacks orchestrated by the Arakan Army (AA) on police outposts in Rakhine State during which 13 policemen were killed and 9 were
injured on January 4. While the term National Defense and Security Council (NDSC) was carefully avoided, the eleven members of the Council
were present, together with the chairman of the Peace Commission and the chief of Military Security Affairs and other representatives from
new ministries formed under the current government. [The Irrawaddy]
During a press conference, a government spokesman said: “The president’s office has instructed the military to launch an operation to crush
the terrorists”. [Reuters] When urging the Rakhine people to stop supporting the AA he accused the Ethnic Armed Organisation (EAO) of
cooperating with the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), another EAO considered a terrorist group by the government. [ The Myanmar
Times] In reaction to the statement, the AA leader accused the Tatmadaw to use civilians as human shield and night guards. He added that he
expects the fighting to get worse. [The Irrawaddy 2] He told the Irrawaddy that the AA is supporting the Federal Political Negotiation and
Consultative Committee’s (FPNCC) proposition of a confederate structure with a common defense system and cooperation on market
regulation and foreign affairs as a future for Rakhine State. [The Irrawaddy 3]
The acting UN’s resident coordinator, Knut Ostby, expressed severe concerns about the situation and called on all stakeholders to respect
Humanitarian law and Human rights, [Reuters 2] a statement echoed by the European Union’s mission to Myanmar. [eeas.europa.eu]
23 January 2019

Myanmar: Peace is nowhere in sight in Rakhine State
(cc) On Saturday, the government announced a crackdown against the Arakan Army (AA) amid an intensification of clashes between the
Tatmadaw and the Ethnic Armed Organization (EAO). While in December, the Tatmadaw announced a unilateral ceasefire it does not cover
Rakhine State where the conflict with the AA escalated following an attack against a border police guard earlier this month that left 13 security
personnel dead. [Myanmar Times] On Wednesday the Myanmar Army attacked a temporary outpost of the AA, killing at least five soldiers of the
EAO. [Myanmar Times 2]
At the same time, dozens of village administrators from Rakhine State resigned this week as they fear being accused of association with the
AA. Indeed, U Aye Maung, a prominent Arakanese politician recently saw his appeal against charges of high treason for having supported the
EAO rejected by Rakhine State High Court and as part of the crackdown announced by the government more and more people seemed to be
arrested on the basis of suspicion of having ties with the AA. [The Irrawaddy] [The Irrawaddy 2]
Since the beginning of the year approximately 5,000 people have been displaced by the conflict in the region and a notice issued by the Rakhine
State’s government prohibits NGOs and UN agencies from accessing 5 townships affected by the conflict, pushing the UN to urge the national
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government to allow “rapid and unimpeded” humanitarian access as only the International Committee of the Red Cross and the UN World
Food Programme are for now allowed to access some part of the State. [Reuters] In addition, the special rapporteur on the situation of human
rights in Myanmar Yanghee Lee, currently visiting Bangladesh and Thailand, is still banned from entering the country. [The Myanmar Times 3]
Moreover, the AA is not the only EAO active in Rakhine State and the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) recently launched an attack
against a convoy of the security forces in the northern part of the State, injuring 6 police officers according to state media. The ARSA is
considered by the Government as a terrorist organization and in 2017, an attack on security outpost by the ARSA was followed by security
clearance operations that have been later qualified as being conducted with “genocidal intent” in a UN report, and have led over 700,000
Rohingya to flee to neighboring Bangladesh. [The Irrawaddy 3]
In an interview to the Irrawaddy Tun Myat Naing, military chief of the AA, answered that “Peace is nowhere in sight considering the current
situation” when asked if “given the latest developments, can 2019 be a year of peace?”. [The Irrawaddy 4]
Elsewhere in the country, despite the unilateral ceasefire announced by the Tatmadaw and while the government recently held informal peace
talks with several EAOS in Chiang Mai, Thailand, the peace process is still moribund. First, the Karen National Union (KNU), one of the major
ethnic groups having signed the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement, has not yet resumed its participation to the formal peace process which
they suspended since November. [The Irrawaddy 5] Moreover, according to the political framework, Union Peace Conferences (UPC), most
commonly known as “21st century Panglong conference”, have to be held every 6 months but the last one took place in July 2018 and a date
is still to be announced for the fourth UPC since 2016.
30 January 2019

Myanmar Peace Process
(cc) The international non-governmental NGO International Crisis group (ICG) released its latest report on Myanmar entitled “A New Dimension
of Violence in Myanmar’s Rakhine State” on January 24. The report calls on China to use its influence in Myanmar to encourage the Tatmadaw
to extend its unilateral ceasefire to Rakhine State. It also details the recent escalation of clashes between the Arakan Army and the Tatmadaw
as well as the arrests of prominent Arakanese politicians. Among the suggestions to find a solution to the conflict in Rakhine, ICG also
recommended to release Rakhine political prisoners and to include the repatriation of Rohingya refugees in the political dialogue between the
LND government and Arakanese stakeholders. [Irrawaddy] [ICG] In addition to the intensification of the conflict with the AA, recent attacks by
the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army also undermine any hope of peace in Rakhine State. Indeed, the government reported a second attack by
the ARSA which injured 3 officers on Thursday. [Irrawaddy 2]
According to Reuters, an internal note of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) estimates that the recent fighting
together the ban on aid activities in Rakhine State “are affecting at least 50,000 people”. Indeed, the local government in Rakhine state have
restricted access to five conflict-affected townships for non-governmental organizations and UN agencies. The International Committee of the
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Red Cross and U.N. World Food Programme are the only providers of humanitarian aid able to access the concerned areas to aid the thousands
of people displaced by the conflicts. [Reuters]
Rakhine State is not the only conflict affected area in Myanmar where the peace process seems moribund. Indeed, while the Tatmadaw
announced a four months unilateral ceasefire on December 21, on Friday the Office of the Commander-in-Chief of Defense Services has warned
Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) to stop trying to expand their areas. In the Statement, the Tatmadaw accuses EAOs that have not signed
the Nationwide ceasefire agreement including the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army, the Ta’ang
National Liberation Army (TNLA), and the Shan State Progress Party/Shan State Army but also signatories EAOs such as the Restoration Council
of Shan State/Shan State Army (RCSS/SSA) and Pa-O National Liberation Army. It recorded 168 operations of EAOs outside their own
boundaries, 10 extortion of money from civilians, 20 instances of recruitment as well as 10 ambushes against Tatmadaw troop and 2 antivehicle mine attacks. In reaction to the statement TNLA spokesperson stated that his group does not have any ceasefire with the Military and
are just operating “as usual”. On the other hand, for the Karen National Union, the recent clashes are due to different interpretation of the
NCA.
The Tatmadaw gave EAOs until February 12 to cease operating outside their areas but did not precise what the consequences would be if they
do not comply. [mmtimes] [Irrawaddy 3]

UN special rapporteur on human rights in Myanmar calls for the prosecution of Commander in Chief and other officials

30 January 2019

(cc) Yanghee Lee, the UN special rapporteur on human rights in Myanmar, who just visited Thailand and Bangladesh to meet with officials and
Rohingya refugees, for the first time publicly called for the prosecution of Min Aung Hlaing and other Myanmar officials for genocide against
the Rohingya Muslim minority. In late August 2018 a UN fact-finding mission qualified the “clearance operations” of the Tatmadaw in Rakhine
State as being conducted with “genocidal intent”. Following the report, the Human Rights Council in September established an ongoing
independent mechanism to collect evidences of crimes that could be used in the prosecution of the perpetrators. [ Irrawaddy] [Reuters] While
Yanghee Lee is banned from entering Myanmar, Christine Schraner Burgener, the UN special envoy for Myanmar, visited Rakhine State this
week but was unable to access conflict areas. [Mmtimes]
05 February 2019

Myanmar: Parliament to debate over constitutional reform
(cc) On Tuesday, the Parliament approved a proposal to form a joint committee on amending the 2008 Constitution to be discussed in
Parliament. Despite strong objection from the military (non-elected) representatives, the debate will take place this week. Reforming the
military-drafted Constitution was one of Aung San Suu Kyi promises during the 2015 general elections that brought her party to power. The
2008 Constitution grants 25% of the Parliament’s seats to the Tatmadaw and requires 75% of MP’s to be amended, blocking most attempts of
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reform. Tuesday’s motion earned 394 votes in favor, 17 against and three abstentions. The secret vote was boycotted by military lawmakers.
[The Irrawaddy] [Myanmar Times] [Reuters]

05 February 2019

Myanmar: Fighting in Rakhine State continues to force civilians to flee
(cc) Fighting between the Arakan Army (AA) and the Tatmadaw continues to force people to flee in Northern Rakhine State with allegations of
misconduct going both ways. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the World food program are the only two agencies that
are allowed to provide assistance in the conflict areas, and thus, most of internally displaced persons (IDPs) rely almost exclusively on local aid.
In December, the Tatmadaw announced a 4 months ceasefire but refused to include Rakhine State. [The Irrawaddy 1, The Irrawaddy 2] In addition,
26 people were arrested this week for allegedly having ties with the AA. To avoid public attention, all detainees were arrested at night. [The
Irrawaddy 3]

Reuters’ journalists appeal to Supreme Court amid a new report by Human Rights Watch on freedom of speech in Myanmar

05 February 2019

(cc) Last week, HRW published its latest report on Myanmar under the title: “Dashed Hopes: The Criminalization of Peaceful Expression in
Myanmar”. It criticizes the degradation of freedom of expression in Myanmar since Aung San Suu Kyi’s government came into office in 2016.
While the quasi-civilian government of Thein Sein surprisingly undertook reforms in favor of freedom of speech, old provisions on defamation,
sedition and offenses against religion were still used to silence critics. The victory of the National League for Democracy (NLD) at the general
elections 2015, raised hopes for more freedom of speech and assembly. Conversely, in 2017, section 66(d) of the Telecommunications Law
was amended and now foresees up to 2 years imprisonment on vaguely defined defamation charges. According to the report, approximately
140 cases have been filed under this provision since the NLD came to power and half are related to peaceful speech. For HRW, “[t]he result
has been a climate of fear among local journalists”. [Reuters] [HRW]
One of the most well-known examples of the general restriction of free speech is the case of the two jailed Reuters’s journalists, sentenced to
7 years under the Official Secrets Act, a colonial-era legislation often used against journalists and critics. On the same day as the report was
published, their lawyers appealed to the Supreme Court against their sentence after the High Court rejected a first appeal last month. [Reuters
2] On Friday, the police officer who testified that policemen gave secret documents to the journalists to “entrap” them was released from jail.
He was sentenced to one-year imprisonment under the Police Disciplinary Act shortly after his testimony. [ Reuters 3]

Myanmar: Government agrees to discuss with “Northern Alliance” amid intensification of clashes in Rakhine state
(cc) Following informal talks between the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and the National Reconciliation and Peace Center (NRPC) in China
last month, the government for the first time agreed to discuss matters with the Northern Alliance as a single group. The Northern alliance is
composed of the KIA, the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) and the
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12 February 2019

Arakan Army (AA). Until now, the government only accepted to conduct peace talks with the Ethnic Armed Organizations separately. However,
a date is still to be set and recent clashes between the Tatmadaw and the AA in Rakhine State could undermine the potential positive outcome
of such meeting.
Indeed, while the Tatmadaw unilaterally announced a ceasefire in December, Rakhine state is excluded and fights with the AA intensified since
the beginning of the year. [The Irrawaddy] After coordinated attacks on four police border posts, the Rakhine government issued a ban on
humanitarian help barring international relief agencies and the UN to access the conflict areas. While the World Food Program and the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) were exempt, they can only access 17 areas in the region, and most activities have been
restrained. Indeed, the ICRC is providing help to over 5000 Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) but they had to stop other activities in relation
to healthcare, water and agriculture, including its mobile clinics. [The Irrawaddy 2]
Last week alone, approximately 160 civilians have fled the conflict to the neighbouring Bangladesh. The Myanmar ambassador in Bangladesh
has been summoned to protest the new arrival and while Bangladesh welcomed over 700,000 Rohingya ethnic people after the crackdown
against the Muslim minority in 2017, Bangladesh foreign minister warned that “This time we will not open it, but will let others open their
door”. [Reuters] [Myanmar Times]
Facebook in the meantime announced on Tuesday that it banned the above groups from its platform, labelling the four Ethnic Armed
Organizations (EAOs) as “dangerous organisations”. Since August, Facebook removed hundreds of accounts related to the Tatmadaw, alleged
of using the social media platform for misrepresentation. [Reuters] [The Irrawaddy]
12 February 2019

Myanmar: Thousands protest against Myistone dam project
(cc) Thousands of people protested in Myitkyina in Kachin State against the Myitsone Dam project last week. The multibillion mega dam project
financed by China began in 2009 and was first suspended in 2011 over concerns regarding its environmental and social impact. Over 1000
people have already been displaced and according to the protesters 90% of the electricity that could be produced by the dam would be
exported to China. [The Irrawaddy] [the Myanmar Times]
A commission was formed in August 2016 to assess the impacts of hydropower projects on the environment, society, foreign investment,
economy and water resources. The commission submitted its report over a year ago but the government has yet to answer. [ The Irrawaddy 2]

Myanmar: Two sentenced to death penalty for murder of advisor to Aung San Suu Kyi
(cc) Almost exactly two years ago, Ko Ni, an eminent Muslim lawyer and advisor to the LND government, was shot dead at Yangon international
airport. In an awaited decision on Friday, a panel of judges convicted two men, one of them a former military officer, and sentenced them to
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death. Another former military officer was sentenced to five years of imprisonment for assisting in the destruction of evidence and another
person to three years for assistance. While no execution has been carried out since 1998, over 60 people have been sentenced to death since
the LND came into power in 2016. [Reuters] [Aljazeera]
19 February 2019

Myanmar police uses fired rubber bullets against Karenni protesters
(cc) Human Rights Watch urged Myanmar authorities to investigate the use of force by police against protesters in Karenni State. For a few
weeks, local residents have been protesting against the installation of a statue of General Aung San, father of the State Counselor Aung San
Suu Kyi and hero of Myanmar’s independence. On Tuesday Feb 12, thousands of people led by the Karenni State Youth Force gathered in
Loikaw. The police used rubber bullets and water cannons to disperse those trying to break through a police cordon, injuring over 20 people.
On the same day, an agreement was reached between protesters and the local government in which both sides agreed to stop the protests
for a month to engage in talks. In turn, the charges under section 505 (b) and (c) of the Penal Code for defamation of the state, and under
sections 19 and 20 of the Peaceful Assembly and Procession Law of 55 activists were dropped. [ The Irrawaddy] [HRW] [Reuters]

Myanmar: Parliament agrees on the composition of joint constitution amendment committee

26 February 2019

(cc) On Tuesday, the Parliament came to an agreement on the composition of a joint constitutional amendment committee. While the Union
Parliament approved a few weeks ago the proposal to form a joint committee to amend the military-drafted Constitution, objections from the
military and the USDP delayed negotiations on the composition and powers of the Committee. With 389 votes in favor, 192 against, and 3
neutral, the lawmakers agreed that the Committee will be composed of 18 NLD representatives, 8 military appointees, two each from the
USDP, Arakan National Party (ANP) and Shan Nationalities League for Democracy (SNLD), as well as one representative from each of the then
other ethnic political parties in Parliament, one independent MP and the Amyotha Hluttaw (upper house) deputy speaker Tun Tun Hein. The
Tatmadaw and the USDP have first refused to nominate candidate for the committee as they consider that they should have 25 percent of the
seats, as they do in Parliament according to the 2008 Constitution and the USDP submitted an amendment bill on Tuesday modifying article
261 of the Charter to allow for the election of Regional Chief Minister by the local parliament instead of being nominated by the President as
it currently is the case. [The Irrawaddy 1] [The Irrawaddy 2] However, on Wednesday, 8 representatives from the Tatmadaw joined the discussion
of the Committee and two representatives from the USDP were refused access to the meeting room as they nomination came too late.
[Myanmar Times]

Myanmar: Investment in Rakhine State could bring up to 4.9 billion USD in 2019
(cc) This week, foreign and local companies, mostly from the hotel and tourism sector, signed 28 Expressions of Interest (EoI) to conduct
business in Rakhine State which could represent up to 4.9 billion USD. Speaking at the Rakhine State Investment Fair in Ngapali on Friday, Aung
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San Suu Kyi said that “[f]or too long the international community’s attention has been focused narrowly on negative aspects related to
problems in North Rakhine rather than on the large picture that shows the immense potential of this state for peace and development”. The
State counselor added that “every dollar invested by the private sector is a vote of confidence in the resilience and potential of Rakhine and
its people”. While Rakhine State does have relatively unexploited potential, especially regarding tourism with destinations such as the UNESCO
World Heritage Site of Mrauk-U, some expressed concerns over the possibility that a strong focus on the economy could reinforce the
marginalization of minorities within the State. Aung San Suu Kyi herself warned against irresponsible investment such as “unchecked expansion
of commercial fishery projects” but the questions of displaced persons and minorities within the State were not approached during the fair.
As an ethnic Kaman leader, a Muslim ethnic group recognized as citizen contrary to the Rohingya, asked Reuters “the question is, can the local
communities get some benefit from it?” [Reuters] [Myanmar Times]
05 March 2019

Myanmar: Rally in support of changing the military-drafted constitution
(cc/ls) On last week’s Wednesday, at least a thousand people gathered in Yangon to support the move of Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League
for Democracy (NLD) to amend the military-drafted constitution. While the Myanmar Times refers to “hundreds of people”, Reuters speaks of
“thousands”. Numbers of well-known democracy activists participated at the event, including U Mya Aye one of the leaders of 88 Generation
for who “[t]he amendments should be based on democracy and the federal system in line with the Union”. The NLD, however, has not said
what provisions of the constitution it might seek to reform. [Reuters] [The Myanmar Times]

05 March 2019

Myanmar: Northern Alliance offers ceasefire with Tatmadaw
(cc) Last week, representatives of the Northern Alliance, a group of four Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs), met for the first time with the
government’s National Reconciliation and Peace Center (NRPC) in China. The Kachin Independence Army (KIA), Ta’ang National Liberation
Army (TNLA), Arakan Army (AA), and Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), offered a bilateral ceasefire with the Tatmadaw.
There was no agreement. Both sides agreed to meet again next month. In December, the military announced a unilateral ceasefire, Rakhine
State, however, was not included, and fighting with the AA displaced over 5000 persons in the conflict-affected areas. [The Irrawaddy] [The
Myanmar Times]

Myanmar: New report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights/World Justice Project - Global Rule of Law 12 March 2019
Index
(cc/jk) The Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights in Myanmar published her latest report on Tuesday on the situation in
Myanmar despite being barred from entering the country for her research. The UN official warned against “institutionalized” hate speech,
especially in the education system, “[f]or example, there is a fourth-grade lesson on 'Wunthanu Spirit', meaning nationalistic and patriotic
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spirit. The lesson says, 'we loathe those of mixed blood, for they prohibit the progression of a race”. She also expressed concerns over the
repatriation process of the Rohingya refugee, currently living in camps in Bangladesh and criticized the “safe zones” wanted by Bangladesh
inside Rakhine State as the country says it cannot welcome more refugees. The report also highlights the high number of cases of people in jail
for their political activities. She recommended sanctions against two military-owned and military-affiliated companies, the Union of Myanmar
Economic Holdings Limited (UMEHL) and the Myanmar Economic Corporation (MEC). [ Al Jazeera][The Irrawaddy]
The report comes amid the recent publication of the global rule of law index of the World for 2019 Justice Project in which Myanmar ranks
110 out of 126 countries. [Myanmar Times] It is the second- lowest ranking member of eight ranked ASEAN states (Brunei and Lao are not ranked)
ahead of Cambodia, with Singapore at the opposite end of the ASEAN table. After Singapore and before the last two is Malaysia, Indonesia,
Thailand, Vietnam and the Philippines in that order. [World Justice Project]
19 March 2019

Myanmar: Yangon Stock Exchange set to expand
(ls) The Yangon Stock Exchange stock exchange is expected to liberalize stock trading within this year. Currently, it is Asia’s tiniest bourse.
Home to only five companies, it updates prices just four times a day. Until now, only domestic investors were allowed to trade. But soon, it
should be possible for foreigners to participate too. Last year, parliament passed a new Companies Law that says foreign investors can own as
much as 35 percent of local firms. In two stages, possibly within this year, the bourse will welcome foreigners based in Myanmar, followed by
overseas institutional investors. [Bloomberg]

02 April 2019

Myanmar: Penal code amendment allows for life imprisonment for rape
(cc) While activists, political representatives and other stakeholders were advocating for a change in criminal law since the shift to a quasicivilian government in 2011, the Union President finally approved a new penalty of life imprisonment for rape of women and children.
Previously, the law was allowing for up to 20 years in jail, but in practice, judges rarely used the maximum sentence for such crimes.
However, a major issue with the amended provision is the lower penalty for “whoever commits rape against a woman who is his wife and is
not under 12 years of age”, which can be punished by a maximum of two years imprisonment and/or a fine. Women’s rights activists have
been working on a draft bill for the protection against gender-based violence for almost a decade but numerous representatives are
opposing the criminalization of marital rape, curbing the drafting process. While the amended penal code does recognize it, the drastically
lower sentence cast doubt on whether or not this recognition can have any positive impact in practice. Moreover, the new sentence only
concerns the rape against women and children and not against men, which reinforces the stigmatization and marginalization of male victims
and goes against established international legal standards on that matter. [The Myanmar Times]

195

UN accuses Myanmar indiscriminate attacks and attacks against civilian in Rakhine State

09 April 2019

(cc) The UN has expressed concerns over the resurgence of military operations against civilians in Northern Rakhine State from where over
700,000 Rohingya Muslims people fled in 2017 after the Tatmadaw carried out ‘clearance operations’ with ‘genocidal intend’. UN officials are
accusing Myanmar’s Military of conducting indiscriminate attacks and attacks directly targeted at civilians. [Al Jazeera]
On Friday the Tatmadaw accused the victims of an aerial attack to be affiliated with the Arakan Army, an Ethnic Armed Organization considered
as terrorists by the Military. The Arakan Army denied such ties. [Reuters]

Myanmar: Arakan Army attacks police base in Rakhine; peace talks with little progress
(ls/cc) Arakan Army rebels overran a police base in Myanmar’s Rakhine state, killing two officers and one of their wives, as fresh fighting broke
out in Mrauk U, a Buddhist temple town. In 2017, the Myanmar army drove about 730,000 ethnic Rohingya Muslims from Rakhine across the
border into neighboring Bangladesh, following attacks by Rohingya insurgents on police posts. More recently, the military has been battling
the Arakan Army. This group draws recruits mostly from the ethnic Rakhine population, who are mainly Buddhists, and is fighting for greater
autonomy for the western state. [Reuters]
At the same time, the unilateral four-months ceasefire announced by the Tatmadaw in December is coming to an end and little progress, if
any, has been made in the peace process meanwhile. The government and the Tatmadaw are supposed to meet separately the Kachin
Independence Army and the Restoration Council of Shan State, but attempts of negotiations with the Northern Alliance, a group of four Ethnic
Armed Organizations (EAOs), the Arakan Army (AA), the Kachin Independence Army, the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army and the
Ta'ang National Liberation Army have so far led to concrete improvements. On the contrary, clashes with the AA intensified since the beginning
of the year, impacting thousands of civilians’ lives. Over 26,000 persons are internally displaced in Rakhine State. [The Irrawaddy 1] [The Myanmar
Times 1] An Army helicopter attack last week cost the lives of 6 Rohingyas and injured ten more outside the areas of conflict with the Arakanese
EAO. [The Irrawaddy 2]
When the LND government came into power, the State Counselor instituted the 21st Century Panglong Peace Conference, supposedly
supposed to convene twice a year. Yet, only three were organized so far, the last one in July 2018. [ The Irrawaddy 3] However, slow
improvements are noticeable, the Karen National Union is set to meet with the government in an attempt to resume peace talks after they
suspended their participation in the peace process. If the outcome was positive, the 4th Panglong Conference could finally be organized, and
formal negotiations could start again. [The Myanmar Times 2]
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23 April 2019

Myanmar: Supreme court rejects Reuters’ reporters appeal
(jk) The long-awaited ruling on the appeal of the two Reuters journalists’ jail sentence was set for Tuesday this week. The pair was arrested in
December 2017 while investigating the killing of Rohingya villagers and were sentenced to seven years in jail for breaking the Official Secrets
Act in September 2018. This week, the country’s supreme court rejected the final appeal of the two reporters. [ Reuters]

23 April 2019

Myanmar: Over 9000 prisoners released under Thingyan Amnesty
(cc) As usual in Myanmar, a number of prisoners are freed as part of the Buddhist New Year celebrations. This year the President pardoned
9353 inmates, covering mostly convicts in jail on drug charges. Only two appear to be political prisoners. The Assistance Association for Political
Prisoners had identified around 130 prisoners who have been imprisoned for political reasons. [Myanmar Times] [Reuters]

Myanmar: Human Rights Watch calls on parliament to amend repressive laws used against journalists

30 April 2019

(cc) As the Parliament will begin a new session on Monday, April 29, the international NGO Human Rights Watch calls on the representatives
to “repeal or amend repressive laws used to silence critics and suppress freedom of expression.” Recently, the two imprisoned Reuters’
journalists were awarded a Pulitzer Prize for their investigation on the killing of 10 Rohingyas in Rakhine State. However, their appeal was
rejected the same week by the Supreme Court. This is far from being the only case of jailed journalists, and investigations against editors and
news companies are not uncommon in the golden country. Earlier this month, the Tatmadaw filed a complaint against the newspaper
Irrawaddy for defamation under the Telecommunication Act. [The Irrawaddy] [HRW] [Reuters]
07 May 2019

Reuters reporters jailed in Myanmar freed from prison
(jk) The two Reuters reporters convicted of breaking the Official Secrets Act, after spending almost two years in jail and after Myanmar’s
Supreme Court had rejected the journalists’ final appeal in April, have now been pardoned by President Win Myint. The President has pardoned
thousands of prisoners around the Buddhist New Year celebration as is customary in the country, but thus far, international observers had
little hope the two journalists would be among the pardoned prisoners. [Reuters]

07 May 2019

Myanmar: Interview with Arakan Army chief
(jk) Last month, [Asia Times] journalists have conducted an interview with General Tun Myat Naing, commander-in-chief of the Arakan Army.
In the interview, he speaks about achieving autonomy for ethnic Rakhine Buddhists and why he thinks his army is being treated and portrayed
unfairly. In the short interview excerpt, he also maintains that his army will treat the Rohingya with “due dignity”.
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Government troops, who have long been fighting the rebels and who UN officials believe have committed war crimes against the Rohingya,
have said they killed at least six people detained in a village school in Rakhine state as they were investigated for possible links to the rebel
army. The detainees were unarmed, but “tried to attack” the security forces. The army has detained hundreds of suspects at the school. [BBC]

Myanmar: The controversial role of Aung San Suu Kyi in the Reuters reporters’ case

14 May 2019

(ls) According to accounts of foreign diplomats in Myanmar, the biggest obstacle to releasing the two imprisoned Reuters reporters was not
the country’s military, but its de facto civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi. She appears to have defied a quiet campaign by the Reuters news
service, the United States government and other Western nations to free the two. Aung San Suu Kyi had herself been kept in house arrest by
the military for nearly 15 years before her release in 2010. She received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991. [New York Times]

Myanmar: Soldiers jailed for Rohingya killings released after less than a year

28 May 2019

(ls) Already last November, Myanmar has granted early releases to seven soldiers jailed for the killing of 10 Rohingya Muslim men and boys
during a 2017 military crackdown in the western state of Rakhine, according to a Reuters report. They thus served less than one year of their
10-year prison terms for the killings. In comparison, the two Reuters reporters who uncovered the killings spent more than 16 months behind
bars on charges of obtaining state secrets. [Reuters]
04 June 2019

Myanmar: Arrest warrant issued for Myanmar hard-line monk Wirathu
(jyk) The western district court in Yangon has issued an arrest warrant for the nationalist Buddhist monk, Wirathu, under the charge of sedition
according to the Myanmar police. In recent rallies, Wirathu has publicly accused the civilian government of Aung San Suu Kyi of corruption and
has long spoken negatively of the Rohingya refugees. The police bureau in Mandalay, where Wirathu is based, has not yet received the warrant
according to its spokesperson. But if it does and puts Wirathu on trial, he faces possible prison sentence of up to three years. [Dhaka Tribune]

Myanmar seeks to pass a constitutional amendment bill that will decentralize presidential power
(jyk) The Myanmar military and opposition party, Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP), has submitted a constitutional amendment
bill that will give the regional and state legislatures the power to appoint their own state and regional chief ministers, instead of the president.
The MP of the USDP responsible for the initiative said the purpose of the amendment is “to strengthen the Union system and the (state or
regional) chief ministers”. The bill, in order to pass, requires at least 75 percent of assembly’s MPs to vote in favor, and it is about to be
scrutinized by a joint committee and discussed in the assembly. [Myanmar Times]
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Myanmar: Amnesty issues new report on Myanmar military’s continued killing of Rohingya civilians, which the military denies

04 June 2019

(jyk) According to a recent Amnesty International’s report, Myanmar’s military has been confirmed to have unlawfully tortured and executed
at least six Rohingya rebels detained in a village located at the northern Rakhine state where thousands of Myanmar’s armed forces have been
deployed to subdue the Rohingya rebels. Although the conflict area is highly inaccessible, scores of interviews with various ethnic groups,
photographs, videos and satellite imageries have revealed Myanmar forces’ perpetration of war crimes including “extrajudicial killings,
arbitrary arrests, torture and enforced disappearances” [Dhaka Tribune]. In response to the report, the spokesperson of Myanmar’s military
denied the accusation as baseless, and said the military has “(conducted) the operation by following the rules of engagement and regulations”
with transparent procedures [Myanmar Times].
02 July 2019

Myanmar internet shutdown: Rising voices of criticism
(ls) As reported last week, Myanmar has shut down internet services in parts of Rakhine and Chin state. The US State Department has now
joined the criticism, stating that a resumption of service would help facilitate transparency in and accountability for what the government
claims are law enforcement actions. Myanmar has deployed thousands of troops to the western region. [Al Jazeera]
U.N. special rapporteur on human rights in Myanmar, Yanghee Lee, said that Myanmar’s army may be committing gross human rights violations
under cover of the mobile phone blackout. She said that she had been informed that the Tatmadaw (Myanmar’s army) was conducting a
‘clearance operation’. [Reuters] According to a directive under article 77 of the 2013 Telecommunications Law, the suspension of a
telecommunications service is permitted “when an emergency situation arises.”
Human Rights Watch issued a statement according to which the disruption to internet services has exacerbated an information blackout and
increased difficulties for humanitarian agencies and human rights groups to assist vulnerable populations in the face of increased fighting in
the area. [Human Rights Watch]

09 July 2019

Myanmar: Court drops case against journalist
(hg) A journalist accused of defaming hard-line nationalist monk Wirathu has been acquitted after a two-year trial. In 2017, Wirathu’s
supporters, who critics dub the "Buddhist Bin Laden" for his hateful preaching against Muslims, pressed charges against the journalist under
the telecommunications law which is often used against reporters and activists.
In his facebook article the journalist had quoted an abbot calling for Wirathu to be expelled from monkhood for publicly praising the killers of
a respected Muslim lawyer, who also was a close confidant of Aung San Suu Kyi. The decision bucks a trend with Myanmar currently being
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ranked 138th in the world for press freedom with the number of defamation cases dramatically rising since Suu Kyi's government came to
power in 2016. [Channel News Asia]
09 July 2019

Myanmar: Synthetic Drug Production Soars
(hg) Currently Myanmar is fast developing to become the world's biggest producer of methamphetamine and other synthetic drugs with
Myanmar's Shan state, which borders both China and Thailand, as its “wild wild east”. For more information, check out an interesting expert
discussion’s transcript here or just listen.

Myanmar says it wants to offer “naturalized citizenship” to Rohingya Muslims

30 July 2019

(ls) Myanmar’s government considers offering a “naturalized citizenship” for Rohingya Muslims who return from neighboring Bangladesh.
Myanmar stripped Rohingya Muslims of their citizenship in 1982 after passing a new citizenship law that labelled them “illegal immigrants
from Bangladesh”. According to the new arrangement, they would not be entitled to full-fledged citizenship but could seek "naturalized
citizenship" instead, while their children could be entitled to full citizenship. Nearly 750,000 Rohingya Muslims crossed into Bangladesh during
the military crackdown in Rakhine state in August 2017. [Straits Times]
At the same time, satellite images show that Myanmar has made only little preparations for the return of Rohingya from Bangladesh. The
images show “no sign of reconstruction” in the overwhelming majority of the former settlements while, in some areas, destruction of
residential buildings has continued, according to the analysis of an Australian think tank. [ Reuters]
27 August 2019

Myanmar: Continued violence in Shan state
(ls) As reported in last week’s edition of AiR, fighting has intensified between government troops and ethnic minority insurgents in northern
Myanmar. During the last week, more than 2,000 people have been forced to flee from their homes, and 19 have been killed in northern Shan
state. [Reuters]

27 August 2019

Myanmar: Facebook deletes more social media accounts
(ls) Facebook has shut 216 social media pages, groups and accounts in Myanmar, some tied to the army, to stop efforts to “manipulate or
corrupt public debate”. The internet company said that the people behind the latest deleted accounts repurposed legitimate news and
entertainment content and posted about national and local topics, including crime, ethnic relations, celebrities and the military. Earlier this
year, Facebook already deleted several hundred accounts, among them the account of Myanmar’s army chief. [Reuters]
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Rohingyas refuse to return as new U.N. report denounces systematic sexual violence by Myanmar security forces

27 August 2019

(ls) Members of the Muslim Rohingya minority are refusing to return to Myanmar without guarantees for their safety and a promise that they
will at last be given citizenship. In preparation of the repatriation efforts, Bangladesh's foreign ministry had forwarded a list of more than
22,000 refugees to Myanmar for verification. Naypyitaw cleared 3,450 individuals for "return". However, last week no one turned up to enter
the five buses and 10 trucks provided by Bangladesh. [Straits Times 1]
Human Rights Watch said, the Myanmar and Bangladesh governments should suspend plans to repatriate Rohingya refugees until returns are
safe, voluntary and dignified. UNHCR, the United Nation’s Refugee Agency, as well as Bangladesh authorities have asserted that any returns
will be voluntary. [Human Rights Watch]
Meanwhile, conditions in Bangladesh’s refugee camps continue to be strained. Two Rohingya refugees were shot dead by Bangladesh police
during a gunfight on Saturday in a refugee camp after they were accused of killing a ruling party official. Rights activists said they believe the
two Rohingya men were killed by police in what appeared to be a staged encounter. [The Guardian]
On Sunday, some 200,000 Rohingya rallied in the camps in Cox's Bazar to mark two years since they fled the violent crackdown by Myanmar
forces. [Straits Times 2]
On Thursday, a new report by the United Nations Independent International Fact-Finding Mission was released. It concluded that soldiers
routinely and systematically employed rape, gang rape and other violent and forced sexual acts against women, girls, boys, men and
transgender people in blatant violation of international human rights law. The Mission concluded that sexual violence perpetrated by the
military was “part of a deliberate, well-planned strategy to intimidate, terrorize and punish a civilian population.” The Fact-Finding Mission will
present its final report to the UN Human Rights Council in September 2019. [UN News] [Al Jazeera]
24 September 2019

Myanmar's ASSK could face prosecution over Myanmar military’s actions
(jk) UN investigators said last week that Myanmar's civil leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, could face prosecution for ongoing crimes against humanity
because of the military’s attacks on Rohingya Muslims in the country.
The Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar [United Nations Human Rights Council] released a report last week finding that
the over half a million remaining Rohingya in Myanmar today are facing systematic prosecution and that “Myanmar is failing in its obligation
to prevent genocide, to investigate genocide and to enact effective legislation criminalizing and punishing genocide”. The conditions of grave
human rights violations and persecution are prevailing in Myanmar today.
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For this, the investigators state, Aung San Suu Kyi has extensive responsibility. While had "no control over the actions of the Tatmadaw", she
as head of a party "that controlled 60 percent of the seats in Myanmar’s Parliament [...] led a government that had the power to change every
law except the Constitution." [New York Times]

Myanmar: NLD sues two Facebook users for making fun of Mandalay Chief Minister

24 September 2019

(jk) In line with the trend of increasing online defamation charges under the 2013 Telecommunications Law since the New League for
Democracy (NLD) took over the government in 2016, this case yet again exemplifies the growing intolerance for political criticism in Myanmar.
Purposefully vaguely worded article 66(d) of the law punishes online defamation with a fine and up to three years in prison. The NLD has last
week made a new claim under the article against two Facebook users who shared memes on a page making fun of the Mandalay Chief Minister.
[Myanmar Times]
29 October 2019

Myanmar: Intensified fights in Rakhine state
(ls/nj) In intense fighting in Myanmar’s Rakhine state, the ethnic armed group Arakan Army took more than 50 people as prisoners, most
belonging to the security forces. 14 people have been rescued in the meantime. Arakan Army rebels reported many dead in military attacks
on boats carrying soldiers. The rebels draw on deep-seated historical resentment felt by some in Rakhine toward the ethnic Bamar majority
that dominates the central government. The Rohingya situation is not directly linked to the Arakan Army’s fight to win greater autonomy.
[Reuters]

05 November 2019

Myanmar: 1-year jail sentence for making fun of Myanmar’s military
(nj) Five members of a group of satirical actors have been sentenced to one-year jail by a Myanmar court for making fun of the country’s
military during a traditional satirical dance performance. The actors posted a Facebook live-stream of the performance to reach the masses
and approached the wide-spread discontent concerning the dominant involvement of the military in economy. A total of seven people were
arrested in April this year during Myanmar ́s New Year Festival and have been held in Yangon ́s prison since then after being denied bail. [The
Washington Post]

"Thangyat“ - the performance- is a Burmese traditional dance and music performance, often used to voice opinions on social and political
issues. The tradition had been banned for over twenty years by the military. [Aljazeera]
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19 November 2019

Myanmar facing charges for Rohingya genocide at ICJ, ICC
(nj) Myanmar faces tremendous legal pressure for its alleged genocide against the country’s Rohingya Muslim minority. On Wednesday, rights
groups filed a case in Argentina where former human rights icon Aung San Suu Kyi among other Myanmar high ranking officials have been
accused of crimes against the Rohingya minority.
In addition, the West African nation Gambia submitted a case against Myanmar’s genocidal campaign at the International Court of Justice (ICJ),
the UN’s highest court. The International Criminal Court (ICC) has approved to investigate all allegations of crimes against humanity during
Myanmar’s 2017 military crackdown against the Muslim minority. [Aljazeera]
Myanmar is facing several charges including mass rapes, killings and intended acts to destroy the Rohingya group in whole or in part. Hopes
are that the court’s ruling could help stop the genocidal campaign against Rohingya in Myanmar. [South China Morning Post]

Myanmar: Aung San Suu Kyi to personally defend her country in Rohingya case at ICJ

26 November 2019

(ls/nj) As reported last week, the Gambia has filed a case to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) accusing Myanmar of genocide against its
Rohingya Muslim minority. Now, State Counsellor and Nobel Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi announced that she will appear before the court “to
defend the national interest of Myanmar”. The military said that it will fully cooperate with the government on this matter. Suu Kyi had
previously blamed the incidents on Rohingya “terrorists” and described reports of atrocities, including gang-rapes and mass killings, as fake
news. [Reuters] [Myanmar Times]
The ICJ has said it will hold the first public hearings in the case already on December 10 to 12. Myanmar is likely to challenge the jurisdiction
of the Court. However, whereas some state parties to the Genocide Convention have made specific reservations to Article IX of the Genocide
Convention, which gives jurisdiction to the ICJ to try genocide, Myanmar has not done this. Regarding the merits of the case, the observations
of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar set up by the United Nations Human Rights Council in September 2019,
which found that Myanmar has failed to perform its obligations to prevent, investigate, and punish genocide, will make Suu Kyi’s defense an
up-hill battle. [The Diplomat]

Myanmar at the ICJ: Aung San Suu Kyi representing her country this week
(ls/nj) This week, Nobel peace prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi appears in person to defend Myanmar against accusations of genocide before
the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague. She will attend the hearing in her capacity as the Union Minister of the Foreign Affairs. It
will deal with jurisdictional questions and the possibility of provisional measures that would mandate Myanmar to halt a continuing genocide.
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10 December 2019

Closing submissions from both sides at the ICJ will be made on Thursday. The judgment is expected to be reserved. [The Guardian] [Eleven
Myanmar]
Human Rights Watch has put together an overview of Questions & Answers regarding the case. [ Human Rights Watch]
Press releases from the International Court of Justice on this case are published here: [ICJ]
Meanwhile, Thai authorities announced that they will delay the deportation of the arrested wife and children of Tun Myat Naing, the
commander of the Arakan Army, and carry out a full investigation. The Arakan Army is an ethnic armed group that fights for greater autonomy
of Rakhine state. Rights groups have criticized the arrests, worrying that the family could be forced back to Myanmar in what has been an
increasing pattern by Southeast Asian states to send home each other’s dissidents. [Reuters]
17 December 2019

Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi at the ICJ: Reactions and assessments
(jk/ls) Last week, Myanmar’s legal team presented arguments in response to the genocide lawsuit filed against the country by The Gambia at
the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague at the first public hearing. Myanmar State Counselor Daw Aung San Suu Kyi asked the Court
to reject the genocide case in her closing remarks to the judges on the last of three days of public hearings.
Suu Kyi accused The Gambia of providing a misleading and incomplete account of what happened in Myanmar's Rakhine state in August 2017.
A transcript of her speech can be found here: [Al Jazeera]
[The Irrawaddy] has compiled a range of views on the arguments put forward.
Reactions to Suu Kyi’s appearance were naturally mixed. In a rather dramatic response to the ICJ hearing, the Arakan Army (AA), a Buddhist
armed ethnic group fighting Myanmar forces in Rakhine state, abducted the chairman of the ruling National League for Democracy (NLD) party
in Buthidaung township as he organized a public rally in support of Aung San Suu Kyi's defense at the court. [RFA]

24 December 2019

Myanmar buys new military aircrafts
(lf) Myanmar’s air force has commissioned several new aircrafts, including six light attack aircrafts. Myanmar has one of the largest armies in
Southeast Asia, when it comes to manpower, however its capabilities have been lagging behind its neighbors. This new order has been part of
the recent modernization strategy of the army. [The Diplomat]
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13. Nepal
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Nepal’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s mandate extended – despite disappointing results thus far

12 February 2019

(jk) Earlier this month, the Nepalese Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s as well as the Commission of Investigation on Enforced Disappeared
Persons’ mandate was supposed to expire. [Himalayan Times] The commissions have disappointed expectations after they failed to investigate
and complete a single of the more than ten thousand cases filed by victims of human rights violations committed during the Maoist conflict
that lasted from 1996-2006. The commissions had been in operation for four years but have inspired little confidence in their progress. When
their mandate was supposed to expire however, amid some pressure by INGOs and other governments on Nepal, the government extended
the mandate and gave the commissions the ability to continue their work. While victims and Human Rights Defenders welcome the decision
to give the commission a longer life overall, there is little hope that the state-led process will deliver satisfactory results over the next year.
[The Interpreter]
05 March 2019

Nepal's tourism minister dies in helicopter accident
(jk) Nepal's tourism minister Rabindra Adhikari has died in a helicopter crash alongside six other passengers as they were identifying locations
for new airstrips in the country’s east. Nepal has long had a very poor air safety record due to its tricky terrain, low safety standards and poor
management. [Straits Times]

26 March 2019

Nepal: Federal Socialist Forum Party-Nepal threatens to quit government
(cw) Representatives of the Federal Socialist Forum Party-Nepal (FSF) have warned to leave the government of Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli
of the Nepal Communist Party if the party’s demands for the amendment of the constitution are not met. The FSF-N which represents the
Madhesi population in Nepal joined the government in May last year based on an agreement on a revision of the constitution.
Speaking at a press conference on Saturday, FSF-N Deputy Prime Minister and Health Minister Upendra Yadav stated, since this agreement is
still not implemented, his party is running out of patience. He said, the statute amendment is necessary because the statute promulgated is
flawed, and the amendment is legally possible as the government commands a two-thirds majority in parliament. Yadav also proclaimed that
the FSF-N had started dialogues and preparations for the unification with the Naya Shakti Party-Nepal and Rastriya Janata Party-Nepal. The
latter of them earlier this month already formally withdrew its support for the government. [ Business Standard]
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26 March 2019

Nepal: Parliamentary work on citizenship bill set to be concluded
(cw) The State Affairs and Good Governance Committee of Nepal’s parliament last week formed a multi-party nine-member sub-committee
to conclude the work on the Nepal Citizenship Bill by resolving the issue of naturalised citizenship. While the bill’s provisions on naturalised
citizenship for foreigners with a stay in Nepal of 15 years, for children of a Nepali mother and a foreign father, and for foreign women marrying
a Nepali man are uncontroversial, the bill has received criticism for failing to provide a clear provision for men marrying Nepali women.
[Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Amnesty International Nepal submits 23,000 letters to home ministry

26 March 2019

(cw) Amnesty International Nepal has more than 23,000 letters to the Ministry of Home Affairs calling for concrete measures to end violence
against women, demanding perpetrators to be put on trial and the extension of the limitation period for rape complaints, which is currently 1
year.
The letters were collected during Amnesty International's global "Write for Rights" campaign that aims to draw attention to the emerging
trend of violence against women and the deepening culture of impunity in Nepal. [Himalayan Times]
23 April 2019

Nepal: New Maoist conflicts and a slowdown in federalization
(ls) An Al Jazeera opinion piece warns of possible new Maoist conflicts in Nepal. Using the 2015 earthquake’s unprecedented devastation
experienced by the population as an excuse, the author argues that the dominant parties in parliament subdued all opposition voices and
“fast-tracked” a new constitution and two years later held a controversial election. Having ignored opposition protests and popular grievances
for years, the author sees Nepal’s new leadership now facing a major threat which is a new Maoist force, fed by popular disillusionment and
anger. [Al Jazeera]
An editorial in the Himalayan Times points to the government’s inability in passing important legislation. Though several bills were passed by
the winter session of the Federal Parliament, it failed to enact many umbrella laws that would have given federalism a push. They include such
bills as the Peace and Security Bill, Federal Civil Servant Bill, Nepal Police and Province Bill and Provincial Public Service Commission Bill.
Article 156 of the constitution has given powers to the provinces to form their own Judicial Service Commission, allowing them to recruit
employees up to a certain level in the district and high courts under their jurisdiction. The editorial argues, however, that the ministry is unable
to decide how much power to give to the provinces on this issue, thus delaying the drafting of the bill. [Himalayan Times]
In another development, Nepali authorities detained the editor of a weekly online newspaper and initiated a police investigation after he
reported on alleged fraudulent business practices in the provincial city of Pokhara. Since the Oli government took office in February 2018, at
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least six journalists have been detained under the Electronic Transactions Act. At least 19 people are believed to have been arrested over six
months up through January for their activities on “social networks.” [Human Rights Watch]

Nepal: Two parties merge to create new political force for marginalized groups

07 May 2019

(ls) Two Nepali parties, the Naya Shakti Party-Nepal and the Sanghiya Samajbadi Forum-Nepal, have merged to create a new force, the
Samajbadi Party Nepal. Leaders said the merger was necessitated by an apparent lack of a “strong third force” and that the unified Samajabadi
Party Nepal will strive for creating an “alternative force” in the country. The two parties held one and 16 seats in the federal parliament,
respectively.
Baburam Bhattarai, who will hold the most senior position in the new party, was one of the key architects of the “people's war” which claimed
17,000 lives. He left the Maoist party in 2015, days after the promulgation of the constitution. He also led the Maoist government from 2011
to 2013. Bhattarai later formed his own party, the Naya Shakti Party-Nepal. He did not join the formation of the grand left alliance of CPN-UML
and CPN (Maoist Centre).
The other leading figure, Upendra Yadav, on the other hand, has seen a steady rise in Nepali politics since the 2007 Madhes movement. His
Sanghiya Samajbadi Forum-Nepal is the fourth largest party and currently supporting the incumbent government. Yadav he is the deputy prime
minister and health minister in the Oli Cabinet.
Some observers say that the new party, which brings together marginalized communities like Madhesi and Janjati and a person like Bhattarai,
who comes from the dominant Khas Arya community but speaks for the rights of the Madhesi and other marginalized communities, could be
helpful in creating a new movement. [Kathmandu Post] [Himalayan Times]
28 May 2019

Four killed and seven injured in Kathmandu bomb attack
(jk) A Maoist splinter group is suspected to have conducted a coordinated three-blast bomb attack in the Nepali capital of Kathmandu, killing
four people, past Sunday. The army has sealed off the area and is investigating the matter as no one has come forward yet to claim
responsibility. [Nikkei Asia Review]

Nepal: Asian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) voices concern over Nepalese government’s growing control on constitutional 04 June 2019
body and media
(jyk) Hong Kong-based AHRC has recently voiced its concern over Nepalese government’s attempt to pass an amendment bill that will give the
government, led by National Communist Party (NCP), the discretionary power to intervene in the internal affairs of National Human Rights
Commission (NHRC), despite NHRC’s status as an autonomous constitutional body. NHRC was established to monitor and take independent
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measures against cases of human rights violation within the country, but its autonomy enshrined by the Constitution of Nepal will be
undermined once the bill passes. The NCP-led government was also seen submitting the Media Council Bill that could let the government sue
and impose a fine of up to one million rupees (about 9,000 USD) on medias and journalists under the charge of defamations [ The Himalayan
Times 1].
In similar concern over political entity’s growing influence on judicial branch, a group of lawyers have founded a new bar association called
Independent National Lawyers’ Campaign (INLC) to replace the NBA (Nepal Bar Association), whose leaders are being overtly involved and
loyal to the political parties. The INLC members seek to develop INLC into a neutral organization and expand its units across all regions. [The
Himalayan Times 2]

Nepal: Government halts Dalai Lama birthday celebration, respecting One-China Policy

09 July 2019

(ls) To mark the birthday of the 14th Dalai Lama, who is taking refuge in Dharamshala of India, Tibetan refugees in Nepal and people of Tibetan
origin planned to hold several events. However, the Nepali government dispatched its police to halt these celebrations with regard of its “One
China Policy”. The birthday event was to be attended by senior diplomats of western countries, including the US, Germany and the UK, who
expressed serious concerns about the forced cancellation. [Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Arrest of a popular journalist illustrates deterioration of press freedom

10 September 2019

(ls) In Nepal, the arrest of one of the country’s most popular journalists has exposed widespread disaffection with politicians and the direction
in which the country is headed more generally. Last month, police detained Rabi Lamichhane, a television show host, from his studio in
Kathmandu in connection with the death of a former employee. Although the charges against are not directly related to his reporting activities,
observers see the case as a crackdown on freedom of speech. A number of journalists have been arrested since the Nepal Communist Party
(NCP) won national elections in a landslide in 2017
24 September 2019

Nepal: Energy politics with India and Bangladesh
(ls) As relations between India and Nepal are deteriorating under Kathmandu's communist government, the Himalayan country’s electricity
export outlook is also worsening. Over the last four years, two foreign companies have pulled out of two hydropower projects due to the less
attractive prospect. Despite signing a Power Trade Agreement in 2014 aimed at easing flows of electricity across the frontier, the process has
been stalled by the lack of a policy framework on both sides. However, Nepal also sees Bangladesh as a potential buyer of its energy.
Hydropower is one of Nepal’s major export sectors. [Nikkei Asian Review]
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14. North Korea
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

North Korea: World’s no 2 in cyberattack speed

26 February 2019

(dql) According to the 2019 Global Threat Report of California-based cybersecurity technology company CrowdStrike on cyber threats against
the USA, North Korea is the world’s no 2 in cyberattack speed behind Russia and ahead of China, with a ‘breakout time’ at 2 hours and 20
minutes, compared to 18 minutes and 47 seconds for Russia and 4 hours for China. [CrowdStrike]
CrowdStrike defines ‘breakout time’ as the time it takes for an intruder to begin moving laterally, beyond the initial beachhead they’ve
established, to other systems in the network. A defender must detect, investigate and remediate or contain the intrusion within this time to
prevent the adversary achieving the objective of stealing or destroying critical data and assets from deep inside of an organization.
25 June 2019

North Korea: At least 10 more nukes produced this year
(jyk) North Korea has now increased its nuclear arsenal from 10-20 warheads last year to around 20-30 warheads by January this year,
according to a study by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (Sipri). The report suggests the North has continued its nuclear
development program despite the ongoing denuclearization negotiations between Pyeongyang and Washington. At current rate of
production, North Korea could have around 100 nuclear warheads by 2020, according to Robert S. Litwak, a senior vice-president of the
Woodrow Wilson International Center. The world has, however, experienced an overall decrease in the total number of nuclear weapons
possessed by all nuclear weapon-possessing states, from 14,465 warheads last year down to 13,865 this year. But despite the decreased
number of warheads, “all nuclear weapon-possessing states continue(d) to modernize their nuclear arsenals”, said the Sipri board chair
ambassador Jan Eliasson. [JoongAng Daily] [SIPRI

North Korea: Pyongyang threatens restarting missile tests upon confirmation of US-South Korea military exercises
(jd) North Korea has threatened to resume missile tests should the United States and South Korea conduct a joint military exercise slated for
August while accusing the US of “unilaterally reneging” on the pact made in Singapore last year where the US and North Korea pledged to
commit themselves to improving bilateral relations in order to establish peace in the Korean peninsula. [Wall Street Journal]
Despite this threat, the US State Department siad that it remains hopeful both countries will hold denuclearization talks within the next few
months. [The Straits Times]
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15. Pakistan
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Pakistan: Killings of politicians spark new anti-terror campaign

01 January 2019

(ls) Syed Ali Raza Abidi, senior member of a major Pakistani political party, has been shot dead. He was targeted by attackers outside his home
in Karachi on Christmas day. Abidi previously led the secular Muttahida Qaumi Movement-Pakistan (MQM) but resigned from the party in
September. The party called it a “coldblooded assassination” that was “part of a crackdown on the party by Pakistan’s military establishment.”
The murder came after a drive-by shooting which killed two members of the Pak Sarzameen Party (PSP) in Karachi a few days earlier. [ BBC]
The Muttahida Qaumi Movement controlled the politics of Karachi for decades but has come under increasing pressure in recent years after a
crackdown by security forces. Critics said MQM maintained iron-fisted control over the city through fear and intimidation with a network of
armed enforcers. [New York Times]
The Pakistani government announced that it will launch a comprehensive operation across the country in March to crack down on terrorism,
complementing the country’s ongoing anti-terrorism offensive. The government said it will also revive the National Counter Terrorism
Authority, which was established to gather intelligence and coordinate between all relevant stakeholders in the fight against terrorism. [Straits
Times]
Chief of the Army Staff (COAS) General Qamar Javed Bajwa said maintaining the security situation of Balochistan was the focus of the Pakistan
Army. [Nation]
Meanwhile, one of the alleged masterminds of an attack by the Pakistani separatist group Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) on the Chinese
consulate in Karachi last month has been killed along with five associates. Aslam Baloch died along with a number of his commanders in a
suicide attack in Aino Maina in Kandahar province, Afghanistan, across the border from Balochistan. Last month, three attackers stormed the
Chinese consulate in Karachi, killing four people. Security forces killed the three attackers who were carrying explosives. [ Reuters]
16 January 2019

Next step for tribal areas in Pakistan: Police recruitment
(ls) The government of Pakistan’s northwestern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province will recruit a 22,000-strong police force to ensure security
in seven tribal districts. A constitutional amendment in May last year gave equal rights to millions of people in tribal areas bordering
Afghanistan and merged them with KP province. The merger nullifyied a colonial-era law that had denied people of these areas basic legal
rights and prescribed collective punishment against entire tribes for offenses committed by an individual. [ Arab News]
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23 January 2019

Pakistan to swear in new chief justice
(jk) Pakistan’s current chief justice has had a turbulent time in office and under his lead, the Supreme Court has made critical decisions including
the removal from office of former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in July 2017, a corruption probe into his assets that led to a seven-year jail term
at the end of last year, and the overturning of a conviction of a Christian woman sentenced to death for blasphemy. His “activist” approach
has led to some criticism that he has occasionally overstepped his role as a chief justice and actively intervened in Pakistan’s politics. His
successor, Supreme Court Judge Asif Saeed Khosa, will hold office for 11 months and is expected to have a lower media profile than his
predecessor. With over 40.000 cases backlogged in Pakistan’s Supreme Court, he will certainly be busy. [ Reuters]

23 January 2019

Pakistan decides to shelve major CPEC power project
(jk) Pakistan has asked China not to proceed with a US$2 billion coal power project as part of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
infrastructure project, as it will be too expensive and is no immediate priority to the Pakistani government that is struggling to service its debt
as previously reported. CPEC was launched a few years ago under Pakistan’s former PM Sharif and is intended to connect China’s Xinjiang
region with the Gwadar port in Pakistan’s Baluchistan. [Economic Times]

Pakistan: Supreme Court to announce whether to admit appeal in Asia Bibi case

30 January 2019

(ls) Pakistan’s Supreme Court decides on 29 January whether or not to allow an appeal against its acquittal of Asia Bibi, a Christian woman at
the center of a nation-wide blasphemy controversy. The Court’s decision in October last year to overturn her conviction ignited days of violent
demonstrations. The authorities then made a deal with the protesters according to which a final review of the Supreme Court’s judgment was
allowed. [Straits Times]

Pakistan: Human Rights Watch points to violation of garment workers’ rights

30 January 2019

(ls) A new Human Rights Watch report says that Pakistan’s government is failing to enforce laws that could protect millions of garment workers
from serious labor rights abuses. In December 2018, garment workers protested at a training institute in Lahore run by a major Pakistani brand.
In May 2017, workers protested after Khaadi, a leading Pakistani apparel brand, fired 32 workers for demanding their rights under Pakistani
law. [Human Rights Watch]
05 February 2019

Pakistan Supreme Court upholds Asia Bibi's acquittal
(jk) The Supreme Court last week dismissed a petition to review its October 2018 decision to acquit Asia Bibi. The Christian woman spent eight
years on death row after she was accused of blasphemy and the Court’s decision last year was followed by days of violent demonstrations.
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Hence, security was a main concern when she was released from prison in November last year as well as throughout the announcements of
the court. Security arrangements were a main priority and included the deployment of paramilitary troops in the country’s capital. Fortunately,
no major outbursts of protests and violence have been reported. [Dawn] Further background on the case is provided here [Dawn 2]. Asia Bibi’s
lawyer, who himself received death threats from militant groups since he got involved in the case, is looking for safety in Europe as he fears
for his life in Pakistan. [SCMP]
12 February 2019

Pakistan: Supreme Court tells military to “stay out of politics”
(ls) Pakistan’s Supreme Court warned the military and intelligence agencies they must not exceed their mandate and meddle in politics. The
court was investigating the 2017 Faizabad protest, which saw a hardline Islamist group paralyze the capital Islamabad accusing a minister of
blasphemy, but the inquiry also looked at the role of security agencies. The unrest had weakened the previous Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) government, which disagreed with the armed forces over how to handle the protests. In particular, the judges referred to a video
showing an Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) officer giving cash to Islamist protesters after a deal was struck to end the blockade. [Reuters]

12 February 2019

Pakistan: Critical journalist beaten and arrested
(ls) A Pakistani journalist, Rizwan Razi, who was under scrutiny for anti-government social media posts, was beaten and arrested in Lahore.
Pakistani journalists say they face an increasingly hostile climate since the vote last year that saw Prime Minister Imran Khan’s Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) take power. Razi was being investigated for “defamatory and obnoxious” comments about the judiciary, government and
intelligence services. [Reuters]

Pakistan: Killing of college professor brings vigilante justice in blasphemy cases into the spotlight again
(ls) A student stabbed a college professor to death on Wednesday in Bahawalpur in eastern Pakistan on Wednesday, apparently because he
felt that a planned party that women were going to be involved with would be un-Islamic. The college is one of few institutions in Pakistan
with a majority female student population, with 4,000 women attending alongside 2,000 male students. [Reuters]
The case brings into the spotlight the country’s blasphemy laws as the suspect called the event “un-Islamic” and in a confession said he “took
the law into his own hands as the government was not implementing blasphemy laws and was freeing blasphemers.” While the state has not
yet punished anyone with the death penalty in blasphemy-related cases, mere accusations have resulted in mob violence and lynching of
alleged blasphemers in the past. Last year, a student had gunned down his college principal on campus after accusing him of blasphemy in
Charsadda city. In April 2017, a student was beaten to death by his fellow students over charges of blasphemy that were later proven false.
[Times of India]
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26 March 2019

Earlier this month, a women’s march was condemned by the country’s religious right and its organizers were threatened with rape and death
for publicly demonstrating against taboo topics such as sexual harassment and the demonization of divorce, and for calling out men for not
doing housework.

Pakistan: Abduction of two Hindu girls sparks new debate on forced conversions

26 March 2019

(ls) Two minor girls were kidnapped from their Hindu family’s home in Pakistan’s Sindh province on the eve of the Holi festival (20-21 March).
Due to the local police’s inaction and a social media uproar, Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan called on the Sindh and Punjab governments
to constitute a probe and recover the two sisters. The issue of forced conversion is not new in Pakistan. The number of incidents has been
rising because of religious extremism in northern Sindh. Rarely has any action been taken against the abductor, and the girls are usually not
returned to their families. After the latest case, the debate over the need for a specific law against forced conversion has been renewed. [The
Wire] [Dawn]

Pakistan: Abduction of two Hindu girls sparks new debate on forced conversions

26 March 2019

(ls) Two minor girls were kidnapped from their Hindu family’s home in Pakistan’s Sindh province on the eve of the Holi festival (20-21 March).
Due to the local police’s inaction and a social media uproar, Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan called on the Sindh and Punjab governments
to constitute a probe and recover the two sisters. The issue of forced conversion is not new in Pakistan. The number of incidents has been
rising because of religious extremism in northern Sindh. Rarely has any action been taken against the abductor, and the girls are usually not
returned to their families. After the latest case, the debate over the need for a specific law against forced conversion has been renewed. [The
Wire] [Dawn]
02 April 2019

Pakistan military courts cease to function after four years
(jk) After failing to convince the opposition and therefore failing to secure a sufficient majority, the government of Pakistan was not able to
extend the life of its special military courts which were set up in 2015. The special military courts tried civilians on terrorism charges. The
government wanted to give an extension of further two years to the military courts, but the government did not meet the March 30 deadline.
Regular courts will now handle terrorism cases. [Dawn]

Pakistan: Islamabad shuts down activities of separatist group as Indian pilgrims’ cross border for religious festival
(zf) According to the pro-independence group Sikhs for Justice (SFJ), Islamabad has taken steps to disrupt campaigning on a proposed
referendum for the creation of a new country for regional Sikhs called Khalistan. The territory would include parts of both India and Pakistan.
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17 April 2019

Reports claim Pakistani forces are taking down pro-separatist posters and hindering plans for a referendum in 2020 that looks to put the issue
to a vote. [Referendum 2020]
Various groups have campaigned on the creation of Khalistan for decades, arguing that the traditional Sikh homeland lacks a corresponding
administrative state to call their own. Likewise, they claim that Khalistani territory is unfairly occupied by both India and Pakistan (i.e. the
primacy of Hindu and Muslim rulers undermining Sikh self-determination). [New York Times]
As the issue impacts Pakistan and India, both governments have incentive to work together on the issue to maintain territorial integrity. Some
progress has been made. Last month, construction began on an international road linking two religious sites on either side of the border, locally
known as the Kartarpur Corridor. The road is being built as a means to ensure safe and convenient travel to important religious sites for Sikh
pilgrims and is slated for completion by the end of the year in order to accommodate worshipers commemorating the 550th birthday of the
religion’s founder, Guru Nanak. [Times of India]
In the meantime, pilgrims continue to cross the border for special occasions. This week nearly 2000 Indians crossed into Pakistan for the annual
Baisakhi festival in northeastern Hasanabadal. While occasions such as these present potential opportunities for improved relations between
India and Pakistan, they also present risks: increased visibility to cross-border campaigns for a united Khalistan could increase receptivity to
ethnocentric arguments, thereby escalating the chances for regional unrest. This week’s moves by Pakistani forces might best be seen as an
effort to mitigate these risks. [Economic Times] [Al Jazeera]
30 April 2019

Pakistan: Musharraf unlikely to appear in court
(jk) The special court in Pakistan which is hearing a treason case against former army chief and President Musharraf had ordered him to appear
before court on May 2. After it was assumed that Musharraf will appear (at least his lawyer said he was “eager to do so”), it is now said that
he will not make it. Musharraf left for Dubai in 2016 to seek medical treatment and has not returned since. Last week, he was admitted to
hospital in Dubai and will most likely again not return to Pakistan on medical grounds. A conviction for high treason in Pakistan could result in
life imprisonment or death penalty. [NDTV]

07 May 2019

Pakistan: Growing support for the Pashtun Tahafuz Movement
(ls) A potentially powerful civil society movement is forming in Pakistan. The Pashtun Tahafuz Movement (PTM), or Pashtun Protection
Movement, which demands an end to extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, the removal of military checkpoints, and the
establishment of a truth and reconciliation commission, is receiving increasing social media attention.
The support for the group grew in particular since the extrajudicial killing of an aspiring model and artist from Waziristan in the city of Karachi
in January 2018. In February this year, hundreds of young men and women marched in Lahore to demand freedom of expression, respect for
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the country’s constitution, and civil rights. Dozens of other rallies across the country demanding basic rights for ethnic Pashtuns have taken
place. [Foreign Policy]
Manzoor Pashteen, a 26-year-old man from an impoverished tribal background, has been becoming it symbol. The Pakistan military accused
him of receiving funds from Afghanistan’s and India’s intelligence agencies, which Pashteen dismissed as baseless accusations. He said that he
respects the country’s constitution and that the military has a tendency to label anyone who fights for constitutional rights as “anti-state
forces.” [VOA]
07 May 2019

Pakistan: Central bank governor dismissed amid IMF negotiations
(ls) Pakistan’s government removed the governor of the State Bank of Pakistan, Tariq Bajwa, and the head of the tax authority because of their
“performance” amid the nation’s bailout negotiations with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The removal of the two comes weeks after
Finance Minister Asad Umar was asked to resign. While Prime Minister Khan has secured loans from Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates
and China to help boost foreign reserves, the negotiations with the IMF over a bailout have made only little progress. [Bloomberg]

14 May 2019

Pakistan cracks down on Chinese trafficking of women
(jk) Pakistan's Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) said last week it has made several arrests of Chinese men who were allegedly involved in the
kidnapping and trafficking of Pakistani (mostly Christian) women who are trafficked to China as prostitutes. The issue has become more visible
last month after a Pakistani news channel reported on growing concerns about the issue and Human Rights Watch published a report calling
on the government to pay close attention to the issue. [Al Jazeera ,HRW]

Pakistan reaches new agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF)

14 May 2019

(jk) After long negotiations, Pakistan has secured a new agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), securing a US$6 billion bailout
and committing to structural reforms of its economy. The money comes in addition to US$2 to US$3 billion from the World Bank and Asian
Development Bank over the next three years, according to the adviser to the Prime Minister on Finance, Revenue and Economic Affairs. [Dawn]
The agreement is yet to be formally confirmed by the IMF’s management and its executive board, which is widely expected after this "StaffLevel Agreement" has been reached. [IMF]
14 May 2019

Pakistan: More violence in Balochistan - Terrorists storm Gwadar hotel
(jk) An attack on the Gwadar Pearl Continental Hotel in Balochistan this weekend was claimed by the Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA), which
said that some of their fighters had managed to killed “a number of Chinese and Pakistani investors” present in the premises. Security at the
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port city has been increased with a special focus on the protection the employees of the Chinese Port Handling Company and others who are
working on different projects under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor. Baloch militants have increased attacks on foreigners, especially
Chinese, with the growing China-Pakistan Economic Corridor project. The BLA also claimed responsibility for the attacks on the Chinese
consulate in Karachi in November last year and on a bus carrying a group of Chinese engineers in March. [Pakistan Today] [Dawn] [Balochistan
Post]
In another incident in Balochistan this past week also claimed by the BLA, at least five people have been killed in a gun and bomb attack on a
coal mine. Baloch rebels have long lamented the Pakistani state neglects and exploits the province for its mineral resources. [Al Jazeera]

Pakistan: Opposition parties to hold protests and call an All Parties Conference

21 May 2019

(cl) Leaders of the opposition parties on Sunday announced their plans to “launch protests inside and outside the parliament” and hold an All
Parties Conference (APC) to “chalk out a joint strategy on how to tackle the problems facing Pakistan”. The announcement was made by PPP
chairman Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari at a press conference that followed an Iftar dinner which was attended by a delegation of arch-rivals-turnedallies PML-N and other major opposition parties. [Dawn]
While political analysts and media circles had given importance to the Iftar dinner, opposition leaders had tried to downplay the occasion,
terming it “merely a get-together”. However, background interviews with a number of office-bearers and members of the opposition parties
revealed that an internal discussion on the “mode of protest” is going on in all the parties. The participants were unanimous that if they did
not protest against recent government decisions to increase the prices of electricity, gas and oil, it would “politically damage” the PPP. Party
members were, however, undecided on the timing and mode of protest.
21 May 2019

Pakistan: More deadly attacks on police in Balochistan
(ls) At least four policemen have been killed and several others wounded after a bomb attack targeted their vehicles while they stood guard
outside a mosque on last week’s Monday in Pakistan’s southwestern Balochistan province. The attack came only two days after gunmen
stormed a five-star hotel in the southern Balochistan port city of Gwadar, about 700km south of Quetta, killing at least five people. The Baloch
Liberation Army (BLA), an armed ethnic Baloch separatist group, claimed responsibility for that attack. In response, Pakistani security forces
killed nine Islamic State militants in a raid. [Al Jazeera] [Reuters]

28 May 2019

HIV outbreak in Pakistan
(cl) Pakistan said on Sunday that over 600 people, most of them children, had tested HIV positive in a village in southern province, allegedly
infected by a doctor using a contaminated syringe. [Gulf News] Special health advisor has warned that “the increase in the number of patients
being tested positive for HIV is a matter of grave concern for the government”. Pakistan was long considered a low prevalence country for HIV,
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but the disease is expanding at an alarming rate, particularly among intravenous drug users and sex workers. [BBC News] With about 20,000
new HIV infections reported in 2017 alone, Pakistan currently has the second fastest growing HIV rates across Asia, according to the UN.
[Channel News Asia] Pakistan's surging population also suffers the additional burden of having insufficient access to quality healthcare
following decades of under-investment by the state, leaving impoverished, rural communities especially vulnerable to unqualified medical
practitioners. [Time]

Mob violence in Pakistan after Hindu doctor is accused of blasphemy, Clashes between Army and Protesters in North Waziristan 28 May 2019
(jk) According to reports, a Hindu doctor was accused of blasphemy by burning or tearing pages from a Quran. After the allegations spread, a
mob took attacked and burned shops owned by Hindus in the area. Pakistan is not the only country with laws against blasphemy, but in Pakistan
the laws are often abused and used to target minorities or are personally motivated. Hindus are the biggest minority community in Pakistan
and most of them live in Sindh province, where the incident occurred. [Pakistan Today] In the meantime, close to the Afghan border in North
Waziristan, Pakistani troops clashed with protesters, killing at least three and wounding many more. The protests were initially held in favour
of the rights of Pakistani Pashtuns who live in that region. Pashtuns are alleged to have close links to the Taliban in Afghanistan, of which many
leaders have been ethnic Pashtuns. [NYT] In the aftermaths of the clashes, Thousands of protesters have taken to the streets all across Pakistan.
[Radio Free Europe]

Pakistan: A Pakistani journalist arrested for reporting on the Pashtun Protest

04 June 2019

(jyk) A Pakistani journalist was arrested following his coverage of the Pashtun Protest that was violently subdued by the Pakistani police, which
caused three deaths and scores of injuries among the protestors [AiR 4/5/2019]. The reporter, Gohar Wazir, worked at a Pashto-language TV
station called Khyber News and interviewed a prominent leader of the Pashtun Protest prior to his arrest under the charge of violating
“Maintenance of Public Order Ordinance (MPO)— a law that allows preventive detention of individuals for up to six months” [The Times of India].
11 June 2019

Pakistan: Government targets the judiciary
(ls) Pakistan’s government under Prime Minister Imran Khan has moved a reference against Justice Qazi Faez Isa of the Supreme Court and
another Sindh High Court judge to the Supreme Judicial Council, claiming that they have not declared their overseas properties in their tax
returns. Judge Isa originally comes from insurgency-ridden Balochistan province. He delivered several verdicts that openly criticized the army.
[The Diplomat]
In response, all bar councils of Pakistan sought resignation of federal Law Minister Barrister Farogh Nasim and Attorney General Anwar
Mansoor Khan and issued a call for a countrywide strike on June 14, the day when the Supreme Judicial Council (SJC) will take up the references.
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The bar councils also demanded that President Arif Alvi and Prime Minister Khan resign, saying that the references were filed in such a dubious
manner that one could doubt the move was a ‘fixed match’. [Dawn]
The case is reminiscent of when Pakistani President General Pervez Musharaff sacked and then arrested the then-chief justice of Pakistan
Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry in 2007, which galvanized into a lawyers’ movement, one of the biggest civil protests in the history of Pakistan,
and ultimately led to the downfall of Musharaff. [ Wikipedia]
18 June 2019

Pakistan removes spy agency head and appoints hardliner
(jk) Pakistan appointed a hard-line general as new chief of the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) spy agency, replacing the agency’s current leader
after only eight month in office. The reasons for his early departure are not yet publicised. [India Today]
The ISI is an immensely powerful agency made up of the three branches of Pakistan’s military (Army, Navy, Air Force) and it has been repeatedly
accused of organised crime, stifling the press, influencing elections, and cracking down on human rights groups. It is further seen as close to
radical Islamic extremism and in particular, the Taliban, ever since it worked with the United States in supporting Afghan mujahideen against
Soviet forces in Afghanistan. It is an important player in suppressing anti-military forces in Pakistan.

Women's startling disadvantages in Pakistan/Government to create special courts to tackle violence against women
(jk) According to the 2018 World Economic Forum's Global Gender Gap Report, Pakistan ranks 148 out of 149 countries in equality for women.
[WEF] In addition to that report, the 2017-18 Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey [PDHS] analyses more key social indicators to explain
why Pakistan's ranking is so low, and in particular with regards to gender equality, the results are startling: Pakistan’s women are
undereducated, often physically and mentally abused and many lack basic access to information or common services. PDHS states that "49.2
per cent of ever-married women aged 15-49 had no education whatsoever" (25.4pc for men), with nearly 61.6pc (33.3pc for men) in rural
areas. Half of the women surveyed were illiterate. The data further shows that "only 12.6pc of women reported to have ever used the internet".
[Dawn]
In addition, domestic and other violence against women is a major problem in Pakistan with thousands of cases such as rape, sexual assault,
acid attacks, kidnappings or "honour killings" occurring every year. In one positive development, a Supreme Court Judge has said in a televised
address that Pakistan will set up special courts to allow victims to speak out without fear of retaliation and in a supportive environment. The
Chief Justice said “we are going to have 1,016 gender-based violence courts across Pakistan, at least one such court apiece in every district.”
[The Guardian]
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02 July 2019

02 July 2019

Important semantics in Pakistan's parliament but word bans won’t help
(jk) The deputy speaker of Pakistan's National Assembly last week banned lawmakers from using the word "selected" when referring to the
Prime Minister. Using the terms "Selected Prime Minster" had become a way for government critics and opposition to suggest that Pakistan's
PM was in fact chosen by the country's army generals rather than by the people in the elections last year. [ Gulf News] Banning the word has of
course drawn more attention to the matter internationally, and although opposition figures may now refrain from using the word, other
suggestive phrases such as "hand-picked" are already filling the void. [NYT]

09 July 2019

Pakistan: Anti-corruption campaign with (un)intended side effects
(ls) Prime Minister Imran Khan’s anti-corruption campaign, implemented by the National Accountability Bureau (NAB), is facing increasing
criticism. Members of the business community complain that civil servants across the country refuse to sign off on projects in fear of bribery
charges, leading to a partial economic standstill. Moreover, the focus of the NAB so far on the new government’s political foes has prompted
accusations it is a one-sided purge backed by Pakistan’s powerful military, which is seen to favor Khan. [Reuters]
A number of Pakistan’s opposition politicians including former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif are in jail on corruption charges. Sharif’s brother
and former Punjab Chief Minister Shehbaz Sharif was also arrested last year. Last week, a senior leader of the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) was arrested by the Anti-Narcotics Force (ANF) for “possession of a huge amount of drugs”, allegedly found in his car. Moreover,
media censorship is on the rise. [The Hindu]

16 July 2019

Pakistan: Technical difficulties or "brazen censorship"?
(jk) Three news stations that had broadcast a press conference held by an opposition leader and daughter of former Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif were suddenly unavailable due to "technical issues" last week. [NDTV]
Reporters without borders however, who ranked Pakistan 142nd out of 180 countries in its 2019 World Press Freedom Index, have cried foul
play and called the move "brazen censorship" indicative of "disturbing dictatorial tendencies" and conducted by the Pakistan Electronic Media
Regulatory Authority [Reporters Without Borders]
Pakistan's government ordered the media regulator recently not to allow press conferences by politicians who had been convicted or were on
trial. Media freedom is perceived to be "at its worst in more than a decade". [Al Jazeera]
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Pakistan: Another ex-PM arrested for corruption as Imran Khan’s popularity drops

23 July 2019

(ls) In another move in Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan’s anti-corruption campaign, former prime minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi of the
Pakistan Muslim Leauge-Nawaz (PML-N) party has been arrested and will appear before an anti-corruption court. This comes just weeks after
former president Asif Ali Zardari was arrested for graft as well. Abbasi's predecessor Nawaz Sharif is already behind bars, serving seven years
in prison for corruption. His brother Shabhaz Sharif has also been targeted by anti-corruption authorities. Voices claiming political motivations
behind the clean-up are getting stronger. [Straits Times]
Since Imran Khan became prime minister last year, his popularity has dropped significantly. The reasons are mainly to be found in the failure
of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) government to provide relief to the people buried under multiple economic hardships such as increasing
prices of essential commodities. The prices of gas and electricity have almost doubled in the past year. The country also needed to seek loans
of overall $10 billion from several countries along with $6 billion from the IMF and $3 billion for providing oil on credit. In this situation,
opposition parties are gaining ground, but are also facing the above-mentioned corruption charges. [Tribune]
23 July 2019

Pakistan: Former tribal regions vote in first provincial election
(ls) In the first provincial elections in the former tribal zones of northwestern Pakistan which lost their semi-autonomous status they had held
since the British colonial era, voters went to the polls on Saturday. The former Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), consisting of seven
districts and six towns along the Afghan border that resisted efforts at outside control for hundreds of years, were merged into the province
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa last May. The region became known as a haven for militant jihadi groups operating on both sides of the border with
Afghanistan. [Reuters]

30 July 2019

Terror attacks and high-profile arrests in Pakistan
(jk/ls) A suicide attack that was carried out a couple of weeks ago in Dera Ismail Khan in northwestern Pakistan was claimed by Tehrik-e-Taliban
Pakistan, also known as the Pakistani Taliban. The attack killed at least eight people and wounded 26 more outside a hospital. The city has
seen several suicide attacks over the past decade as the Pakistani military carried out a campaign to suppress militant attacks. It is an important
hub in the $60 billion China Pakistan Economic Corridor. [Reuters 1]
In two other terror attacks- one in the same province close to Afghanistan (Waziristan), claimed by the same group -, and one in Balochistan,
10 soldiers were killed this past week. [Al Jazeera] With regards to Balochistan, the Inter-Services Public Relations, which is the media outlet of
the Pakistan Armed Forces, has stated that "hostile forces are attempting to destabilise Balochistan province now that Pakistani forces had
improved the security situation in the tribal areas." [Geo]
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In an apparent success, however, Pakistani authorities arrested the alleged mastermind of a four-day militant attack on the Indian city of
Mumbai in 2008 on terrorism financing charges. Pakistan is included on a so-called gray list compiled by the Financial Action Task Force, a
money laundering and terrorism finance watchdog. The country has been under increasing pressure to stop the financing of militant groups.
[Reuters 2]
13 August 2019

Pakistan: Former PM Sharif's daughter arrested on corruption charges
(jk) Maryam Nawaz Sharif was arrested last week on charges of graft. Other members of her family face similar accusations or have already
been arrested - her father, three-time PM Nawaz Sharif was sentenced last year to seven years in jail for corruption.
Current Prime Minister Imran Khan was elected on a campaign against graft, but oppositional forces say he is merely persecuting his political
adversaries and recent high-profile arrests such as this one are a case in point. [Straits Times]

03 September 2019

Pakistan: New law guarantees women agricultural workers’ rights
(ls) In Pakistan’s Sindh province, the cabinet approved the Sindh Women Agriculture Workers Act 2019, which recognizes the right of women
workers to have a written contract, minimum wage, social security, and welfare benefits including for child health, maternity leave, and access
to government subsidies and credit. It also requires gender parity in wages and gives the right for women to unionize. The Act is expected to
also pass the provincial assembly. [Human Rights Watch]

17 September 2019

Pakistan: mob attack on Hindu temple, school and homes
(jk) Mob violence broke out in Pakistan after a group of people came together and vandalised a school, temple and a home based on blasphemy
accusations against a school principle. The principle, accused by a student, allegedly insulted Islam [ Geo] [Times of India].
Authorities since arrested some members of the mob. The accused is in custody facing blasphemy charges which carry the death penalty. [BBC]

24 September 2019

Pakistan: Mob violence against Hindu over alleged blasphemy
(ls) In Pakistan’s southern province of Sindh, a crowd ransacked a school and a Hindu temple after a Hindu principal was accused of blasphemy.
The violence erupted after a student accused the Hindu principal of blasphemy in comments about the Muslim Prophet Mohammed. It is the
latest case to raise concern about the fate of religious minorities in the predominantly Muslim country. Insulting the Prophet Mohammed
carries a mandatory death penalty in Pakistan. [South China Morning Post]
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01 October 2019

Pakistan stops postal exchange with India
(td) People in Punjab on the Indian side have stopped receiving regular mail such as magazines, publications, and even letters which they used
to get regularly from Pakistan via post. Due to the ongoing tension between India and Pakistan following the scrapping of special status for
Jammu & Kashmir, Islamabad has now stopped the postal mail exchange between the two countries.
The deputy director general of the department of post of the Government of India confirmed that the written orders to stop mail via post were
issued by the customs department of Pakistan last month. Since August 27, there has been no exchange of post between the two neighbours.
(Indian Express)

08 October 2019

Pakistan: Former PM Musharraf to be back in politics?
(ls) According to a media report, former Pakistan President Pervez Musharraf (76) said that he is planning to make a comeback in national
politics by reviving his party, the All Pakistan Muslim League (APML). However, Musharraf is facing a treason case in Pakistan for suspending
the constitution in 2007, which makes it unlikely for him to return to Pakistan anytime soon. Musharraf left for Dubai in 2016 to seek medical
treatment and has not returned since. [Economic Times]

22 October 2019

Pakistan: First blasphemy conviction under new cybercrime law
(ls) The first person has been found guilty in Pakistan for online blasphemy under the country’s Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act 2016. A
special court sentenced the man to five-year imprisonment for posting blasphemous content on social media. Last year, the Pakistani Supreme
Court had acquitted Asia Bibi, the first woman to be sentenced to death under Pakistan's blasphemy laws, in a high-profile case that polarized
the society. [Free Press Journal]

Money-laundering and terrorism financing: Pakistan remains under investigation as Sri Lanka is white-listed
(ls) Pakistan remains on the grey list of countries that have not yet fully complied with recommendations made by the Financial Action Task
Force (FATF) vis-à-vis anti-money laundering and combating financing of terrorism (AML/CFT). The FATF is an intergovernmental organization
that develop policies to combat money laundering and terrorism financing. It monitors through "peer reviews" of member countries.
Placement on the grey list is a warning for a country that it may be put on a “blacklist” in case of its failure to take effective measures. Currently,
only Iran and North Korea are in this lowest category. [Dawn] [Economic Times 1]
Sri Lanka, however, has been removed from the grey list. According to the FATF, the country made significant progress in addressing the
strategic AML/CFT deficiencies identified earlier. It will therefore be relieved from the FATF’s close monitoring procedures. [Economic Times]
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22 October 2019

Pakistan: Opposition starts "long march" on Islamabad, demanding PM's resignation

29 October 2019

(jk) Opposition forces in Pakistan have started a "long march" from Karachi to Islamabad this past weekend. They plan to get to Islamabad by
October 31 where their protests against the government and PM Khan will culminate. [ Al Jazeera]
05 November 19

Pakistan: Mass protests demand Prime Minister Khan to step down
(ls) Thousands of protesters gathered at an anti-government rally in Pakistan’s capital Islamabad over several consecutive days last week,
starting a sit-in to force the government to step down. Conservative opposition leaders called Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government
illegitimate and incompetent and criticized the military’s close ties with Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party. The military denied
meddling in politics and declared its continued support for Khan’s government. During the past year, the government has arrested and
prosecuted several high-ranking opposition politicians, including former Prime Ministers Nawaz Sharif and Shahid Khaqan Abbasi. [Al Jazeera]
[Reuters]
The Tribune describes why the history of anti-government marches, some of which invited military intervention, is as old as Pakistan itself.
Since 1953, almost all political and religious parties have used them as a tactic to pressure or topple governments in the past. In 2014, PTI
supporters with then opposition leader Khan besieged the parliament for 126 days seeking the resignation of Nawaz Sharif over alleged
electoral fraud. [Tribune]

19 November 2019

Pakistan: Opposition sit-in protests discontinued
(ls) After two weeks of continued anti-government sit-in protests in Islamabad, the opposition Assembly of Islamic Clerics (Jamiat Ulema IslamFazl; JUI-F) and its party chief and protest leader Fazl-ur-Rehman declared to temporarily discontinue the protest, announcing, however, new
road blockings. The protesters are mainly from the JUI-F party, and a large number of teachers and students from the party's extensive network
of religious schools across the country. The main opposition parties, Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and Pakistan People's Party (PPP),
have backed the protests, while their participation in the actual demonstration has been limited. [Al Jazeera]
The protests come during a time of economic strain for Pakistan. Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government, like many of its predecessors, was
forced to turn to the International Monetary Fund for a $6 billion bailout in July. The opposition says Khan’s government is illegitimate and is
being supported by the military. [Reuters]

03 December 2019

Pakistan Supreme Court confronts army chief and prime minister
(ls) The Supreme Court of Pakistan has granted a six-month extension to the term of the country’s army head, General Qamar Javed Bajwa,
after initially blocking a three-year extension of his tenure over several irregularities. The decision could weaken the authority of the
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government, led by Prime Minister Imran Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party. The government has enjoyed good relations with the
armed forces. During Bajwa’s tenure, the military has been accused by opposition politicians of helping Khan win the election last year. [ Al
Jazeera]
The Court directed the government to complete the necessary legislation regarding the extension rules in the constitution if it wants to extend
Bajwa’s term beyond six months. In its judgment, the Court observed that the government kept changing its stance, sometimes referring to a
reappointment and other times mentioning an extension. [Gulf News]
The Court’s ruling is seen as a challenge to the army chief’s position, which is rare in a country that has been ruled by the army for more than
half of its seven decades. In the last two decades, only General Raheel Shareef retired on time, while General Ashfaq Parvez Kayani and
President General Musharraf stayed on beyond their prescribed tenures. The current situation reminds of a face-off in 2007 between
Musharraf and the judiciary under then Pakistan Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry, who had been removed by the military ruler. Eventually, this
contributed to the downfall of the Musharraf regime. [Indian Express]

Pakistan: Allegations against justice system bowing to Chinese economic pressures

10 December 2019

(jk) After work has begun earlier this year on a large human trafficking case in Pakistan, investigators recently compiled a list of over 600
Christian women and girls who were allegedly trafficked to China to be sold as brides or work as prostitutes.
Despite evidence warranting further investigations and prosecutions on both the Pakistani and Chinese side, officials now seem to be shutting
down the investigation, allegedly in order not to jeopardise trade relations with China. [ The Washington Post]
According to one report, investigators are being transferring to different areas to prevent them from pursuing the case. Back in October, 31
Chinese nationals accused of human trafficking were acquitted by at a trial after which it was said that several women brought by police to
testify "were bribed or threatened to remain silent." [National Review]
10 December 2019

Pakistani police charge hundreds of student protesters with treason
(jk) According to Pakistani police, hundreds of students and activists have been charged with sedition for making derogatory remarks against
the military at a protest against a ban on political activity at universities.
According to the authorities, the protesters had chanted against “state institutions” and in response all 250 or 300 attendees would be charged.
[NY Post]
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24 December 2019

Pakistan: Musharraf handed death sentence for high treason
(jk) Former Pakistani President General Musharraf, who seized power in a military coup in 1999 and suspended the constitution and imposed
martial law in 2007, one year before he was ousted, has been sentenced to death in absentia by a special court in Pakistan after being convicted
of high treason. [Dawn 1]
Musharraf left Pakistan in 2016 for medical treatment and has lived in exile in Dubai since. Back in October, some media reports surfaced
claiming that he was planning to make a comeback in national politics by reviving his All Pakistan Muslim League (APML) party despite the trial
against him. [Asia in Review, No. 41, October/2019, 2]
The case marks the first time in Pakistan's history that a military chief has been handed a death sentence for high treason. The military
denounced the special court’s ruling, saying they were in “pain and anguish” over the decision. [Asia Times]
To some observers, the verdict is nothing short of historic as it challenges the "military’s predominance and demonstrates the growing
assertiveness of the judiciary". [Dawn 2] A detailed assessment of the verdict, its background and implications can be found here [Brookings].
Amidst the tension regarding the ruling, Justice Gulzar Ahmed took oath as Pakistan's 27th Chief Justice on Saturday. [AA]

24 December 2019

Death sentence for Pakistani lecturer in blasphemy case
(jk) A university lecturer in Pakistan has been sentenced to death after being convicted for posting blasphemous remarks on social media in
2013. He was also accused of hosting a British novelist for a guest lecture and sharing blasphemous remarks then. The case of the lecturer was
ongoing for over six years and back in 2014, his former lawyer was shot and killed for taking the case. His current lawyer, as well as international
rights groups, openly doubt that he, as in many other blasphemy cases, received what would be considered a "fair trial". [The Guardian]

31 December 2019

Pakistan: UN heavily criticizes death verdict for academic
(fs/jk) Responding to the death sentence of university lecturer Junaid Hafeez for blasphemy after a six-year process [Asia in Review No. 52,
December/2019, 4], UN human rights experts evaluated the verdict as a “travesty of justice”. The judge's decision against the 33-year-old was
made despite dubious evidence and therefore carrying it out would amount to an arbitrary killing, says a UN statement. [UN News]
An opinion piece comes to the unforgiving conclusion: "It is a disgrace that the country cannot at least amend the black law to curb its misuse.
But then, the sad reality is that four decades after military dictator Gen Ziaul Haq’s Islamisation programme, Pakistan’s society is so radicalised
now that not even a reasoned talk about rewriting, let alone repealing, the blasphemy law is possible." [Observer Research Foundation]
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31 December 2019

Pakistan calls U.S. religious freedom designation “arbitrary"
(fs) After the U.S. Department of State declared last week that it designated Pakistan among other countries as a “country of particular concern
for having engaged in or tolerated ‘systematic, ongoing, [and] egregious violations of religious freedom’” [U.S. Department of State Statement],
Pakistan’s Foreign Offices rejected the designation and classifies it as the result of a biased and unilateral evaluation. Reasons for the U.S.
government’s designation are the steadily reoccurring cases of crimes targeting ethnic or religious minorities and the disproportionate use of
its strict blasphemy laws, which either results in death sentences or lax persecution of blasphemy related lynching. [Al Jazeera]
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Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Philippines: Bomb explosion ahead of autonomy plebiscite

09 January 2019

(ls) Two people were killed and about 35 others wounded after a bomb exploded outside a shopping mall in the southern Philippine city of
Cotabato on Mindanao. The bombing came ahead of a plebiscite in the southern Philippines this month for the creation of a Muslim
autonomous area as part of an attempt to end the separatist insurgency. Many of the ISIS-linked groups have rejected these peace efforts.
Mindanao is still under martial law. The attack was probably in retaliation for the deaths of four militants in previous weeks. [Straits Times 1]
[Straits Times 2]
09 January 2019

Former mayor, listed as “narco-politician”, killed in the Philippines
(ls) A former southern Philippine mayor, named in the government’s list of “narco-politicians”, and his brother were killed last Friday, just
hours after President Rodrigo Duterte threatened to slit the throats of “big-time” drug dealers. He was the sixth mayor killed in the
government’s controversial drug war, which has left over 5,000 dead since Duterte came to power in June 2016. [ Straits Times]

Philippines: Bangsamoro plebiscite in Mindanao – a chance for peace and progress?
(ls) Citizens in the southern Philippines voted on Monday on a proposal to give the region greater autonomy. More than 2.8 million residents
of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao were called to vote on a law creating an expanded region called Bangsamoro, which provides
more funding, a bigger revenue share and full control of its resources.
Specifically, the people will be voting for or against the approval of the Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL) which creates the BARMM. President
Rodrigo Duterte signed the law last July 2018, but only the Bangsamoro people can ratify the law through their votes. Another round of voting
will be held on 6 February. President Rodrigo Duterte has campaigned for the bill, saying it will help him deliver on his election pledge to bring
peace and wealth in the southern Mindanao island. [Bloomberg] [Rappler]
The Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao, or BARMM, is envisioned to replace the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao
(ARMM), which former president Benigno Aquino III himself called a "failed experiment." The ARMM is the poorest region in Mindanao where
over half of its population, 59%, lived below the poverty threshold as of 2015. A good analysis of the ARMM’s shortcomings and likely
improvements by the BARMM is provided by [Rappler].
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Nonetheless, extremist groups like ISIS and its affiliates continue to target the Filipino Muslim youth's compounded frustration, which has been
worsened by the historical grievances and poor governance that the Moros have gone through as a people. Recruitment methods exploit
emotional facets that young Moros can relate to, like conflicts in other Muslim nations around the world. The perception that "Islam is under
attack" was cited as a significant factor in supporting violence, including the Marawi siege in May 2017. Rappler has published an interesting
background piece on the tensions in the Philippines’s south. [Rappler 2]

Philippines: Southern Philippines votes largely in favour of Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL), ISIS claims responsibility for bomb 30 January 2019
attack in Church
(jk) As reported last week, around 2 million registered voters of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) were asked to vote in
a plebiscite last week on a law creating the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). The Bangsamoro Organic Law
(BOL) they voted on is to establish this region and also includes more funding for it, a bigger revenue share and full control of its resources.
During the plebiscite, nearly 90% of the voters casted their vote and ratified the law with an overwhelming majority of almost 78%. There will
be a second round of voting on February 6 to establish whether some six other nearby cities and a number of villages will also become part of
the region. The law foresees to establish the first official government for Bangsamoro in June 2022, and in the meantime, a Bangsamoro
Transition Authority will be established and once constituted, will already exercise all powers and functions of the Bangsamoro government
as established in the law. [MindaNews 1, MindaNews 2]
Among the few areas that voted against becoming part of BARMM, was Sulu province and less than week after the vote, its capital Jolo saw a
bomb attack in a church killing at least 20 people and injuring many more. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has claimed responsibility
for the bombing. [MindaNews 3] For decades, the Philippines has struggled with the Muslim separatist insurgency in the south, which has killed
thousands of people and hampers economic development. [Strait Times]
Despite Sulu province voting against becoming part of the BARMM, they will, as it stands, do so. According to the provisions of the BOL, the
ARMM votes as a geographical unit and it is not foreseen that parts can break away from the block. Sulu has petitioned this provision previously
and the high court has yet to rule on the petition. [MindaNews 2]
30 January 2019

Philippines: lowering criminal liability age to 12
(jk) The minimum age of criminal responsibility in the Philippines is currently set at 15 years of age. In a bill set to address the use of children
for criminal activities by criminal gangs, the Philippine government was contemplating setting that age to nine years. Facing strong opposition,
the age was changed to 12 years and the bill has passed the House of Representatives but still faces major criticism. [Rappler 1, Rappler 2] It is
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now being deliberated by the Senate. The minimum age of criminal responsibility in Southeast Asia ranges from 7 (e.g. Brunei) to 16 (TimorLeste). [Southeast Asia Globe]
30 January 2019

Philippine government expresses interest in Subic Bay shipyard
(jk) As previously reported, the Philippine government is looking for a new investor for a major shipyard at Subic Bay. After the announcement
that two Chinese shipbuilders might have an interest in buying a stake [AiR], the Philippine government has stated its own interest in the port.
Initially, there was some backlash about strategic concerns should a Chinese company buy a majority stake. More recently, the Defense
Minister stated in Congress: “Why not we take over the Hanjin and give it to the [Philippine] Navy to manage?" [Maritime Executive]

Philippine military cracks down on Abu Sayyaf militants after bomb attacks

05 February 2019

(ls) Philippine soldiers battled Abu Sayyaf militants on the southern island of Jolo, which is the group’s stronghold as well as the site of dual
bomb attack on a Catholic church that killed at least 21 people and wounded more than 100 others on 27 January. Five soldiers and three
militants were killed in the fight, which also included airstrikes by the military. The area is near Marawi, a Muslim city that was besieged for
five months in 2017 by hundreds of IS-aligned militants, including foreign fighters. [South China Morning Post] [Bloomberg]
Only three days after the church bombing, two people were killed and at least four wounded in a grenade attack on a mosque in Zamboanga
city. Defence Secretary Delfin Lorenzana said that, “for now” there seems to be no connection between the two attacks. [ Straits Times]
The attacks follow a peaceful referendum on 21 January that overwhelmingly approved autonomy for the estimated 5 million inhabitants of
predominantly Muslim parts of Mindanao that will be called Bangsamoro, the culmination of a lengthy peace process between separatists and
successive governments. [Reuters]
12 February 2019

Mixed results in second Philippine plebiscite; tensions remain high
(zf) Following last month’s historic vote to ratify the Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL) in the Philippines’ restive southern Mindanao region, a
second plebiscite had been scheduled to take place on February 6th in order to give several more surrounding municipalities a chance to voice
their opinion regarding their official incorporation into the newly created Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). As
evidence of the disagreements that still remain, several high-profile areas balked at incorporating large swaths of their territory into BARMM.
For examples, all six provincial municipalities in Lanao Del Norte rejected the measure. While the outcome here is in line with previous
provincial votes to enter autonomous areas (affiliation with a previous incarnation of BARMM was rejected by voters in 2001), a circumstantial
mandate in BOL required that Lanao Del Norte could only approve entry with a ‘double majority’ vote. In practice, this meant that each
individual municipality and province as whole needed to approve the measure to gain entry. In the end, the double majority provision was a
crucial factor, as the wishes of all six municipalities were overturned by a majority in the province that rejected that municipalities’ entry.
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Alternatively, 63 out of 67 districts in nearby Cotabato province ratified their entry into BARMM. Despite the mixed results, proponents of
BARMM’s implementation are likely to be pleased with the overall trajectory of the measure. [Rappler] [Rappler 2] [Philippine Star]
Despite the successful rounds of plebiscite voting, however, tensions remain high and concerns over violence and displacement remain an
issue. On the eve of the second round of voting, three grenade attacks were reported in several areas in Lanao Del Norte, including near a
government building. No casualties were reported [Rappler 3]. In addition, a report from the Philippines’ Department of Social Welfare and
Development claims that hundreds of families have been displaced due to fears of unrest in the run up to the election. The government claims
to be working on assisting affected persons and reintegrating them in their respective communities. [Relief Web]

Philippines jails award-winning journalist, sparks backlash from academics and press freedom advocates

19 February 2019

(zf/ls) Maria Ressa, the award-winning journalist and founder of the Filipino news outlet Rappler, was arrested this week on charges of libel
and defamation. Critics claim that Ms. Ressa’s latest arrest serves as a clear attempt to silence and intimidate the independent press. Although
official statements claim the arrest was in response to an investigation into the veracity of news claims dating back some seven years, Rappler’s
hard-hitting journalism and outspoken critiques of President Rodrigo Duterte have given pause to international press freedom advocates. In
response to the arrest, ASEAN Parliamentarians For Human Rights (APHR) have called to drop the charges against Ressa. She has since been
released on bail. [VOA] [NPR] [The Guardian]
Moreover, the Court of Tax Appeals declared valid the tax evasion charges filed by the Department of Justice against Rappler and Ressa,
according to a Feb. 7 ruling released on Feb. 15. [Bloomberg]

Philippines: Former rebel leader appointed Chief Minister of Bangsamoro; UN Secretary-General praises progress on BOL 26 February 2019
implementation
(zf) In the wake of successful rounds of voting earlier this month that created a newly enshrined autonomous zone in the restive southern
Mindanao region of the Philippines, President Duterte officially tasked Murad Ebrahim of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front to lead the interim
government in Bangsamoro. As a result of BOL’s ratification, a new autonomous government will be allowed to implement a myriad of
substantial legal and political changes that have been sought after by the local Moro Muslim population, including the right to establish courts
of Islamic Law and the transfer of regional administrative powers to the local government. In remarks this week, UN Secretary-General Guterres
praised the developments, calling BOL a “landmark achievement on the road toward lasting peace” in the region. Furthermore, he pledged
continued UN support in the transitionary phase, ensuring all measures will be taken to help facilitate the capacities of the transition authority
to achieve “peace, democratic governance, and respect for human rights.” [UN News] [Washington Post]
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Philippines: Duterte boosts central bank’s power
(zf) President Duterte signed a new law this week that gives the Filipino central bank new powers to combat inflation and increase capital in
times of financial turbulence. In a statement, the bank praised the new developments and claimed it will better allow them to fulfill their
mandate to maintain financial stability in the country. The move comes in the wake of near-decade high inflation levels toward the end of the
last year, which prompted an interruption in planned interest rate hikes. [Reuters]

19 February 2019

Will the Philippines be renamed into “Maharlika”?
(ls) President Rodrigo Duterte’s office said the Philippines’ Congress might enact a law to change the name of the Philippines to the Republic
of Maharlika. Duterte said before that he agreed with the same proposal made by the late dictator Ferdinand Marcos. According to Duterte’s
remarks, Maharlika is a Malay word, and “we are Malays”. It can be translated as referring to serenity and peace. [Manila Times]

26 February 2019

Philippines: Duterte on undocumented Chinese workers: ‘let them stay’
(zf) In an apparent about-face, President Duterte publicly remarked that he is in favor of letting undocumented Chinese workers stay in the
country without reprisal. The comments come months after he discussed the possibility of deporting the undocumented Chinese, albeit with
the caveat that they be given special consideration due to the large numbers of undocumented Filipinos that reside in China. Over the past
several years, President Duterte has been criticized for a perceived softness on China, especially on certain remarks downplaying Chinese
aggression in the South China Sea. In response to the latest remarks, several opposition leaders took the opportunity to criticize the President
for overseeing ‘favorable rules towards the Chinese’ that put Filipinos at a disadvantage economically and politically. [Philippine Star] [Rappler]

Philippines: Ressa’s trial postponed after motioned filed to dismiss libel case
(zf) Maria Ressa, an outspoken critic of Filipino President Rodrigo Duterte and founder of the independent newspaper Rappler, filed a motion
this week to dismiss the controversial libel case that has been brought against her by the Philippines National Bureau of Investigation. As a
result of the motion, Ms. Ressa’s court date has been postponed in order to give the prosecution enough time to respond.
Since her arrest last month, Ressa has been consistent that the case is politically motivated, even going as far to say that the government is
sending a signal to Rappler because it does not like its reporting. The developments come amid an international spotlight on the state of press
freedom, especially as a result of incidents in Myanmar and Saudi Arabia. It could take up to 30 days for the courts to consider Ms. Ressa’s
motion. [CNN]
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Philippines: President Duterte vetoes bill on children’s rights
(ls) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has vetoed a bill that would have banned physical, humiliating, or degrading acts of punishment or
discipline by parents or teachers on children. The bill took more than ten years to pass in the House of Representatives and the Senate. Duterte
said that his country should resist trends in Western nations. Last month, the House passed a controversial bill lowering the minimum age of
criminal liability to 12. That bill still awaits approval by the Senate. [Straits Times]

12 March 2019

Philippines: Drug war in the spotlight as midterm elections draw near
(zf) As the Filipino midterms slated for May draw near, President Rodrigo Duterte is highlighting his hardline—and often violent—policy against
the illegal drug trade. In the latest move, Duterte has vowed to publicly expose elected officials who he alleges are complicit in the trade. The
statement, however, has garnered a backlash among some observers who claim that it would be a threat against the basic rights of accused
individuals, and especially due to the threat of violence against the accused, irrespective of whether that person might stand trial for alleged
crimes. These concerns are not without merit, as three out of the nine mayors and vice mayors murdered by vigilantes in the country last year
were accused of participating in the drug trade. Duterte claims that the public’s right to know outweighs concerns over the individual rights of
the accused. However, that view doesn’t seem to be the consensus view in Manila, and already there has been some walking-back of the
potential announcement, with the Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency chief expressing doubt over the utility of divulging the names of
suspected persons before thorough investigations are complete. Over the course of his term, Duterte has made the drug scourge a defining
issue of his presidency, and has repeatedly vowed to rid the country of those who are a part of it. As the midterms move closer, it is expected
that Duterte continue to emphasize what he perceives to be substantial anti-narco accomplishments. [NPR]

19 March 2019

Philippines officially leaves International Criminal Court
(ls/zf) Within two weeks after Malaysia became the 124th country to join the International Criminal Court (ICC), the Philippines have officially
left the institution. The Philippine government had notified the United Nations Secretary General of its withdrawal last year, but it takes a full
12 months to become effective, barring any new developments in the process. This week the Philippine Supreme Court shut the door on any
reversal on president Rodrigo Duterte’s decision by refusing to overrule his directive. [ New York Times]
With that said, there is little evidence that the withdraw announcement has been a broadly popular move. Indeed, it has been widely
condemned by a diverse set of players and institutions, including those who represent both domestic and international interests.
Internationally, some organizations urged the U.N. Human Rights Council to intervene in order to keep a spotlight on any suspected abuses
and extrajudicial killings that might occur under the guise of anti-drug crackdowns. [Rappler]
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The ICC is the only permanent international body with the proper resources, institutional capacity, and clout to investigate such allegations. It
had been in the process of making preliminary investigations into claims of crimes against humanity against Duterte and his administration in
the run up to the decision. [Amnesty International] [Al Jazeera]
In a CPG video special, Lasse Schuldt and Phongchisanu Sakkiettibutra discuss current issues related to the International Criminal Court in
Southeast Asia and beyond. [YouTube]

Philippines: Rodrigo Duterte announces “Narco List” including several political rivals

19 March 2019

(ls) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte on Thursday publicly named 46 government officials, including three congressmen, he said are
involved in illegal drugs, and added that criminal investigations against them are underway. The officials have so far not been found guilty by
court verdicts, but Duterte cited his “trust in government agencies”. Coincidentally, many of the officials, including 33 mayors, eight vice mayors
and three members of the House of Representatives, are running in mid-term elections in May. Since Duterte became president in 2016,
between 5,000 to 20,000 people have been subject to extrajudicial killings in a “war on drugs”. [ South China Morning Post]
19 March 2019

Philippines: Senate to investigate water shortages in Manila
(zf) The Philippine Senate is set to investigate severe water shortages that have affected large swaths of Manila and a nearby province. A
spokesman for a local water company that is in charge of regulating water-usage in the areas claimed over six million people will be affected
until the return of the rainy season in May and June, which should refill water reservoirs. Under current plans, water will be turned off for
these populations for six hours each day in order to make attempts to save and properly distribute a weakened supply across the affected
areas. As the companies which run the water supply are sanctioned by the government, many residents have laid the blame on official
mismanagement. [South China Morning Post] [Bloomberg]

Philippines: Increase in measles cases highlight concerns with misinformation in global health initiatives
(zf) According to official government data, it was announced this week that ongoing measles cases in the Philippines had surpassed 20,000,
which constitutes an increase of nearly 5000 cases when compared to this time last year. Although the government has been pushing hard to
ensure a strong vaccination rate among the broader public, a wave of anti-vaccine sentiment has proliferated among some Filipinos, especially
by way of misinformation campaigns spread on social media. Despite the government’s efforts, the Philippines remains a poorly vaccinated
country, with only 73% of the population safeguarded against disease according to UNICEF. Experts claim that at least 95% of a given population
must be vaccinated against measles in order to adequately deter the spread of the disease. On a wave of persistent anti-vaccine
misinformation, the WHO claims there has been a 30% increase in measles outbreaks worldwide since 2016. [Guardian] [Philippine Star]
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Philippines: Rappler CEO arrested again on charges regarding foreign ownership laws

2 April 2019

(zf) In a move that suggests further government pressure to silence its media critics, Rappler’s CEO and co-founder Maria Ressa was arrested
again this week under allegations of presiding over an organization that violated Filipino anti-dummy laws that prevent domestic media outlets
from being owned or otherwise managed by a foreign entity. The new charges against Ms. Ressa suggest that she allowed a U.S.-based firm
known as the Omidyar Network Fund to intervene in its operations management duties in 2011.
She had previously been arrested in February over digital libel allegations. Over the past several years, Ressa has operated her news outlet
under a cloud of official suspicion and a deluge of legal proceedings. At the time of writing, she has seven outstanding charges against her that
are running though the national justice system, including defamation, tax evasion, and securities-based violations. Critics of the charges,
however, argue that they are primarily a result of political disagreements and the organization’s hard-nosed coverage of the Duterte
Administration.
Ressa has claimed that political attacks against her organization became aggressive in 2016 after a Rappler exposé purported to show that
some Duterte campaign employees were knowingly spreading inauthentic content over the Internet to increase the chances that he would be
elected.
Although campaign personnel have been adamant that they were not engaged in any foul play during the last election, recent actions taken
by Facebook seem to corroborate Rappler’s reporting: a network of Facebook pages linked to a businessman who managed Mr. Duterte’s
social media presence were taken down on Friday with evidence that they had engaged in deceptive behavior. [New York Times] [Bloomberg]
[Philippine Star] [Reuters]

Philippines: What’s at stake in next month’s elections is more than just a referendum on Duterte’s unconventional style

09 April 2019

(zf) Gulf News has authored a comprehensive piece regarding the stakes of next month’s national elections, outlining the ways in which its
implications go beyond a simple public referendum on Duterte’s unconventional governing style. Specifically, there could be broad changes to
the very makeup of the governmental system, especially in terms of the federalization of the country. Currently, the Philippines operate under
a unitary presidential system whereby far-flung regions are subjected to follow the policy provisions of the central government. Duterte and
his allies, however, are proponents of changing this structure to a federalist system, where more decision-making power would be handed
over to the provinces. A more Duterte-friendly legislature could help push that reform agenda through. [Gulf News]
30 April 2019

Philippines: Communist rebels kill six soldiers in Samar
(ls) Six soldiers were killed on Tuesday in the central island province of Samar in the first major attack by Communist rebels in the Philippines
since the 50th anniversary of their guerrilla movement last month. The New People’s Army, the armed wing of the underground Communist
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Party of the Philippines which has been waging guerrilla warfare in the Philippines since 1969, claimed responsibility for the attack, saying it
was carried out because the military “has a long and bloody trail of human rights violations” on Samar, a stronghold of the Communist
movement. [New York Times]

Philippines: Duterte administration threatens journalists after alleged ouster plans became apparent

30 April 2019

(ls) The Philippine government warned the press against plotting to “destroy” President Rodrigo Duterte’s administration, following recent
local news reports alleging the Duterte family’s involvement in illegal drugs and raising questions about a large increase in his wealth. A
presidential spokesperson said the ouster allegations were based on information shared by an unnamed foreign intelligence agency. He added
that the Duterte government was putting implicated journalists and news outfits on notice but would not pursue legal action against them “for
now”. Since Duterte became president, several journalists have been targeted with legal action, in particular Rappler’s chief editor Maria Ressa.
Journalists’ killings have been rising as well. [Straits Times]
07 May 2019

Philippines: The global epicentre of cybersex trafficking
(jk) Under the leadership of the police in the Philippines, a global task force has this year been trying to rescue children abused online. The
Philippines is known to be a major hub for online child abuse consumed all over the world and numbers are increasing. Last year alone saw
60,000 reports logged there, with the actual numbers likely to be much higher. Many victims are exploited by their own families in which case
they often refuse to speak out or alert anyone as to what is being done to them. Modern technology and sophisticated encryption on the other
hand, makes criminals tough to track.
In February this year, the Philippine Internet Crimes Against Child Center (PICACC) was launched. Here, local police work supported by staff of
the Australian Federal Police (AFP), Britain’s National Crime Agency (NCA), as well as representatives from the US NGO International Justice
Mission (IJM). It also links with authorities in the United States, Canada, Sweden, Germany and the Netherlands. [ Reuters]
In addition to the problems law enforcement is facing with regards to finding and prosecuting perpetrators, the country also severely struggles
with providing shelter and aftercare for abused children. [SCMP]

Philippines: Local protests against BRI project, calling it an example for Duterte’s China approach
(jk) A local group protested against a US$71 million irrigation project in Luzon, saying it is reflective of the Duterte administration’s leaning
towards the Chinese government. Their concerns in particular are related to the hiring of Chinese nationals, rather than local workers,
and paying them much higher wages than the local average. [ABS-CBN]
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With regards to another preliminarily approved, China-funded project – the Kaliwa Dam project aimed at providing a water source for
Manila, a Japanese company has voiced renewed interest and offered to realise the project not only more sustainable and quicker than
the Chinese plan, but also at about half the cost. [Bilyonaryo]

Philippines: Supreme Court orders government to protect environment in South China Sea

07 May 2019

(zf) In response to local fisherman’s complaints that Manila wasn’t doing enough to protect locals from Chinese incursions in the South China
Sea, the Filipino Supreme Court ordered government and state security agencies to protect the environments surrounding the disputed islands
this week.
Specifically, the order includes written instruction to top government officials and key ministerial posts – including the coast guard and navy
— to protect reefs and marine life within the Philippines’ 200 nautical mile exclusive economic zone (EEZ). While a 2016 landmark case by the
Permanent Court of Arbitration set an international legal precedent toward the illegality of Chinese actions in the region, Beijing summarily
dismissed the ruling and continues to make its presence felt on disputed island chains and surrounding waters.
President Duterte has received domestic criticism for perceived weakness in defending Filipino interests in the waters. When pressed on the
matter, however, he argues that despite his country’s concerns standing up to China would be dangerous and misguided given Beijing’s
superior military power. Duterte has also courted Chinese investment for his signature ‘Build, Build, Build’ domestic infrastructure projects,
further complicating any pushback. [Forbes] As for the latest ruling, the Philippine’ court gave no indication of how the government should
enforce the proclamation, or a specific timeframe. [Reuters]
21 May 2019

Philippines: Duterte allies win big in midterm elections
(zf) President Duterte and his allies secured a resounding victory in the midterm elections this week. Unofficial results show that all 12 of the
Senate seats up for grabs are expected to go to Duterte allies, strongly consolidating his legislative power. While it was expected for Duterte
allies to do well, the results confirm that Duterte’s strongman policies – including a bloody war on drugs that has left an estimated 25,000
people dead – were not a deterrent to voters’ support. [The Washington Post]
Up to this point, the Senate has been the one institutional body that has acted as a check on Duterte’s more controversial proposals, including
lowering the minimum age for crime prosecution to 9 years old, reviving the death penalty, and the ending of term limits. The opposition, a
coalition of candidates known as “The Straight Eight,” all lost their election bids. In a statement, an administration spokesman said, “The victory
of the administration candidates and the shutout of the [Straight Eight] candidates send a strong message that our people yearn for stability
and continuity of the genuine reforms that the administration started. He said the new Senate would help in “crafting the president’s legislative
agenda.” But others cautioned that the new senators might not necessarily push through every law proposed by the Duterte administration.
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A political analyst at De La Salle University in Manila said that most of the new senators are, “tactical allies with their own points of view,” not
through-and-through Duterte supporters. In a poll conducted before the elections, approval ratings for Mr. Duterte hovered around 80
percent. [New York Times]

Militants attack soldiers in southern Philippines, leaving two children dead

28 May 2019

(cl) Six Abu Sayyaf militants were killed in a gun battle last Saturday in a remote village in Jolo in the Philippines. Five soldiers and two civilians
were wounded. [Benar News] The soldiers had been sent to the area, where local Islamist insurgencies have long battled the state, to discuss
development projects with village elders. According to Commander of the Joint Task Force, the militants were trying to keep the government
from establishing a stronger presence in the area. [New York Times]
This battle came five months after an Abu Sayyaf faction bombed a cathedral in Jolo, killing 23 people and wounding about 100. The church
had been a frequent target of militants, some of whom pledged allegiance to ISIS. President Rodrigo Duterte had since deployed additional
forces in the region to search for the perpetrators of the church attack. [BBC News]
11 June 2019

Gay rights in focus in the Philippines
(cl) President Duterte has a wavering record when it comes to gay rights. While he voiced support for same sex marriage during his campaign
for president in 2016, he is notorious for his foul-mouthed speeches that include insults, threats to perceived enemies and references to rape
that he casts as jokes. In his subsequent three years as president, he has frequently invoked homosexuality as an insult, using it to describe
Communist rebels, Catholic priests and the former United States ambassador to his country. [ The Times] However, at the same time, Mr Duterte
has expressed other views that have won him support from Filipino gay rights activists, and is also critical of the country’s powerful Roman
Catholic Church. The Philippines has a reputation for openness towards homosexuality, but watchdogs warn legal protections are lacking. [New
York Times]
In a recent appearance before the Filipino community in Tokyo last week, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte sparked outrage after claiming
that he “cured” himself of being gay with the help of beautiful women. [ The Sun] The World Health Organisation stopped classifying
homosexuality as a mental disorder almost 30 years ago. [South China Morning Post]

Philippines assails United Nations rights exports for “unpardonable intrusions”
(cl) On Sunday, the Philippine government assailed UN human rights experts for their "unpardonable intrusions" into the country's sovereignty
after they called for an investigation into alleged unlawful killings brought about by President Duterte's drug war. UN human rights experts, in
a statement released last Friday, said it was time for the UN Human Rights Council to take action against "sustained attacks on people and
institutions defending human rights" in the Philippines because the government has failed to address the issue. [New York Times] Since 2016,
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more than 5,000 suspected drug pushers and addicts have been killed in police operations under the government's aggressive campaign against
illegal drugs. The presidential spokesman stressed that Mr Duterte’s war on drugs was pursuant to the primary duty of the state to protect the
people, rejecting the UN human rights experts’ allegations. Mr Duterte added that he never ordered police to kill suspects in his campaign
against illegal drugs, but merely called for police to “destroy the apparatus of the drug organisation”. [Aljazeera]
25 June 2019

Philippines holds Pakistani suicide bomber suspect in custody
(cl) Philippine immigration agents have arrested a Pakistani suicide bomber suspected of having links with a local terrorist group, which
allegedly has ties to the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the Maute group, both of which have been blamed for several bombing attacks
in the South. According to the Federal Bureau, intelligence information showed that he had come to the Philippines to meet with a leader of
the Abu Sayyaf group to plan and carry out suicide bombings. [Manila Bulletin]

Philippine security forces find nine men kidnapped by Abu Sayyaf off Sabah

25 June 2019

(cl) Philippine security forces have found nine men abducted by the Abu Sayyaf extremist group in waters off Sabah’s east coast last week.
These men, later identified as a group of sea gypsies, did not have legal identification documents. [ Channel News Asia] Other than having a
separatist, Islamist agenda, the Abu Sayyaf capitalises on the decades of instability in the war-torn southern Philippine island of Mindanao to
generate tens of millions of dollars from piracy and ransom payments. The militants prowl waters separating Sulu and Sabah in search of
tourists and fishermen, and a number of foreigners had been taken as hostages. The most recent abduction involved a Dutchman, who died
while trying to flee captivity on 31st May. [Xinhua Net]
09 July 2019

Philippines: UN urged to probe deaths in Duterte’s war on drugs
(cl) More than two dozen countries have formally called for a United Nations investigation into thousands of killings in Philippine President
Rodrigo Duterte’s war on drugs. Iceland submitted the draft resolution backed by mainly European states. [Bloomberg] This is first time that the
UN Human Rights Council is asked to address the killings. Duterte had previously suspended the drug war twice in the past two years to
investigate alleged abuses by drug police, but later allowed them to continue without significant reforms.
While the Duterte government insists that more than 5,000 suspected drug dealers killed by police had all put up a fight, activists have said
that at least 27,000 have been killed since 2016. [Reuters] The Philippine’s Justice Secretary stated that it has never been government policy to
kill suspects who did not put up a fight with law enforcement over arrests to add that the government is prepared to face any inquiry to
“disabuse the minds of those who rely on or give undue credence to selective, if not biased, second-hand information”. [South China Morning
Post]
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Recently, a three-year old toddler was shot during a drug for which twenty police officers were suspended from duty. [South China Morning Post
2] A senator who initially led President Duterte’s drug war dismissed the killing as collateral damage.
Campaigners see drug war killings as a possible crime against humanity. Although the Philippines have pulled out of the International Criminal
Court, the court pushes ahead with a preliminary examination. [Guardian]
The national Commission on Human Rights also stated that it would investigate the shooting that killed the toddler stating that minors caught
in the crossfire of the government’s initiative in combating illegal drugs are not collateral damages but victims. [ The Asean Post]

Philippines: Clooney joins international legal team defending Maria Ressa

16 July 2019

(ls/jd) As Maria Ressa, the CEO and executive editor of the Philippine independent news website Rappler, faces several lawsuits for cyber libel,
security fraud and tax evasion, she was now able to secure international legal counsel from Amal Clooney and a colleague, who specialize in
international law and human rights. Clooney also defended two Reuters journalists jailed for more than 16 months in Myanmar and freed in
May. [Rappler]
Since the beginning of the year, Ressa has posted bail eight times and has been arrested twice. Her first arrest was on the grounds of cyber
libel in relation to a 2012 story linking a Philippine businessman to illegal drug trade and human trafficking. Her second arrest is on the charges
of a violation against a ban on foreign media ownership. These arrests have been criticized by the international community to be a part of a
broader clampdown on news media under Duterte’s administration. [The New York Times] [Philippine Star]
Illustrating the general level of violence against reporters, gunmen shot dead a radio station manager in Kidapawan City, a day after another
station manager from the same network was hit by human waste in nearby Cotabato City. The victim, who anchored a commentary program
in the same station, was the 14th journalist killed under the current administration. Since 1992, at least 80 journalists have been killed in the
Philippines, with 66 of the victims murdered with impunity. [Inquirer]
16 July 2019

UNHCR passes resolution to investigate Philippines’ drug war
(jd) Last week, Iceland submitted a proposal to the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) calling for an international probe into
Duterte’s drug war. [AiR 9/7/2019] Amnesty International followed, releasing a report urging the UNHRC for an investigation into the “gross
human rights violations” and “possible crimes against humanity” committed under the anti-drug campaign. [Amnesty International] The report
additionally doubts the credibility of police reports of drug raids, as well as the legitimacy of ‘watch lists’, which lists drug suspects. [Associate
Press]
In a vote on Thursday, the UNHRC narrowly passed Iceland’s resolution, authorizing a “comprehensive” report to be submitted within the
following year. While not a full-fledged international probe, the report paves the way for greater accountability on the part of the Philippine
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government as it allows for the international community to implement tougher follow-up actions should abuses continue. This result comes
despite the Philippine delegation’s intense lobbying against the resolution, which the local government deems “hostile”. [The New York Times]
The Philippines’ Foreign Affairs Secretary Locsin rejected the resolution, calling it “one-sided” and “detached from the truth”. He further hinted
at Philippines’ withdrawal from the UNHRC as a protest against the resolution, contradicting an earlier statement promising Philippines’
compliance with the investigation because of its dedication to human rights. [The Philippines Star] [The Guardian]
23 July 2019

Philippine Vice President, other Duterte critics charged with sedition
(jd) In a move that some believe is a mechanism to get rid of Duterte’s political critics, the Philippine police charged the Philippine VicePresident Leni Robredo and several others. A total of 36 people was accused of colluding with Peter Advincula to oust the President by seeking
to link him, his family and his allies to drug syndicates. Advincula, a former drug syndicate member who accused Duterte in a series of initially
anonymous online videos, admitted to fabricating rumours about Duterte in an effort to “discredit” him and “destabilise” his government.
He further said that this plan was created by Duterte’s political opponents, implicating multiple senators, Catholic officials and, most notably,
Vice-President Leni Robredo. The manoeuvre has targeted political individuals who are known to be critical of Duterte’s regime, particularly
his war on drugs. Robredo, particularly, has been vocally questioning the drug war, and has openly supported the recent resolution passed by
the United Nations Human Rights Council enquiring into Duterte’s drug war. [New York Times]
This is not the first time that Duterte has made a move against his critics, especially those who challenged his drug war. Human Rights
Commission Chief Senator Leila de Lima has been imprisoned for more than two years for allegedly being involved with drug syndicates. She
was charged after launching an investigation into extrajudicial killings during Duterte’s tenure as the mayor of Davao. [Aljazeera] Duterte has
also attacked media critics, most notably Maria Ressa who has been arrested multiple times this year. [AiR 16/7/2019]

Duterte’s fourth State of the Nation Address: Death penalty, corruption, West Philippine Sea
(jd) In the late afternoon of 22 July, President Rodrigo Duterte delivered his fourth State of the Nation address. In his speech, he addressed key
issues that have made him relatively unpopular. Firstly, he addressed the drug war. He claimed that progress has been made towards
eradicating illegal drug trade, saying that more can still be done. In this regard, he requested for the reinstatement of the death penalty in
order to address culprits of “heinous crimes”, such as drugs and plunder. He further assured the Filipino people that more will be done to
address corruption, on top of a bill he signed last year.
He also brought up the issue of the West Philippine Sea, where many criticise him for not taking a strong stance against China. To this, he
argued that his reaction, a “compromise”, is part of a “delicate balancing act” in order to avoid conflict, which he believes can potentially
escalate to a war that Philippines cannot win.
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Two key policies he failed to mention, however, were the tenure bill and the shift to federalism. The tenure bill seeks to strengthen workers’
rights, while federalism, he believes, is the avenue to resolve constant conflict in Mindanao as it lends greater authority to local governments.
[Philippine Star]
Thousands rallied against him in Quezon City, where the Address was held. The protesters criticized Duterte’s foreign policy in dealing with
China’s presence and continued fishing activity in the West Philippine Sea. In the central city of Cebu, effigies of Duterte wearing the Chinese
and American flags were burned. In the Bicol region, protesters roamed through several cities to oppose the extrajudicial killings associated
with Duterte’s drug war, and his Rice Tariffication Law. A pro-Duterte demonstration was conducted in Manila, where around 15000 are
expected to turn up. [CNN Philippines]
Meanwhile, ahead of the president’s address, the Senate began the first meeting of the 18th Congress, who has chosen to re-elect Senator
Vicente Sotto as the Senate president. [Philippine Star]
30 July 2019

Philippines: Duterte vetoes Security of Tenure Bill
(jd) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has vetoed the Security of Tenure bill a day before it was supposed to pass into law. The bill, which is
more commonly known in the Philippines as ‘End Endo’ bill, would have ended an abusive labour practice in the Philippines, ‘Endo’, a short
abbreviation for ‘end of contract’. Under the practice, workers are only hired for five months in order to prevent the provision of more benefits
and protection, which becomes required upon the sixth month of working. Duterte defended his actions, saying that he wanted to end the
abuse, rather than limit employment practices.
Labour groups accused Duterte of not delivering one of his promises from his campaign, which is the eradication of short-term hiring. The
Congress, however, plans to refile the bill in the 18th Congress in hopes of passing it after amendment. This decision has been criticised by
some as “futile.” [Philippine Star] [Philippine Star 2]

Philippines: Former National Police chief to “independently” investigate drug war
(ls/jd) The former Philippine National Police chief Ronald dela Rosa, who was in charge of the government’s “war on drugs” initially and who
is now a newly elected senator, is becoming the head of a Senate committee scrutinising narcotics laws and their enforcement. He is supposed
to lead an “independent” inquiry into a controversial anti-drugs programme known as Oplan Tokhang, which he once led, prompting
accusations of a conflict of interest. [South China Morning Post]
A recent survey showed that 3 in 5 Filipinos support the United Nations Human Rights Council’s recently passed resolution calling for an
investigation into Duterte’s drug war. The respondents agreed that the government should not prevent the UN and other advocacy groups
from investigating the drug war. [The Straits Times]
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Philippines: Recent surge in extrajudicial killings in Negros Oriental sparks fear in residents

06 August 2019

(jd) A recent surge in extrajudicial killings since January 2017 has sparked fear in residents in the region. Since January 2017, there have been
83 recorded victims of extrajudicial killings, with many committed by armed men riding motorcycles. Since July, 17 civilian deaths have been
recorded. On top of that, clashes between government troops and local communist rebels continue to persist.
Meanwhile, the military commander from the Visayas region is disinclined to recommend martial law, arguing that the level of threat is
“manageable” as it is “not widespread.” Moreover, the military is primarily concerned with the communist insurgency in the region rather
than the extrajudicial killings that have been occurring. [Inquirer] [Inquirer 2]
Duterte also announced his desire to expand the mandate of firemen to include their participation in anti-insurgency operations. His concern
is rooted in how “almost all […] barangay captains are being killed.” [Inquirer 3]

Philippines: More government support must be given to Bangsamoro transition

06 August 2019

(jd) A senator has filed a proposal for an inquiry into the status of the Bangsamoro transition. The proposal for the inquiry comes five months
after the transition government was put in place upon Duterte’s initiation, and seeks to investigate as to whether the law has been “satisfied
and implemented.” [Inquirer]
The Bangsamoro Transition Authority was launched in March this year, five years after the signing of the Bangsamoro Basic Law. The BTA is
meant to serve as a transition government led by the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, and seeks to transform the organisation from a
revolutionary organisation to part of a government institution. [Arab News]
The transition has not been without its hiccups however, as the national government acknowledges that budget constraints has greatly
impeded the BTA’s efforts to be fully operational. To address this, the Malacañang has urged the Department of Budget and Management to
fast-track the release of the Bangsamoro transition fund. [CNN Philippines] Furthermore, an extension of the martial law currently implemented
over the region has also been proposed to keep other military rebel groups, like Abu Sayyaf and Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters, at bay.
[CNN Philippines 2]

Philippines: Duterte approves proposal to stamp Chinese passports bearing nine-dash line
(jk) Reversing a policy set by the Aquino administration in 2012, the Philippines will now stamp Chinese passports that display the nine-dash
line directly, instead of continuing to place the stamp on a separate piece of paper.
In 2012, just after the PRC has introduced the passports bearing the nine-dash line, the Department of Foreign Affairs stated: “Through this
action [the refusal to stamp the passport], the Philippines reinforces its protest against China’s excessive claim over almost the entire South
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China Sea including the West Philippine Sea. The Philippines views said expansive 9-dash claim as inconsistent with international law,
specifically UNCLOS”. [GMA]
13 August 2019

Philippines: Terrorism continues during Eid al-Adha celebrations
(jd) Continuing a string of recent terrorist attacks, two soldiers and one girl were killed in an Islamic attack conducted by members of Abu
Sayyaf last week. As the southern Philippines celebrated Eid al-Adha, Abu Sayyaf members opened fire on soldiers travelling via motorcycle.
[The Straits Times]
This follows in a recent spate of terrorist attacks in the southern Philippines, which has put the government and army on high alert. [Rappler]
As a response, the Philippine Department of the Interior and Local Government seeks to restore the 1957 anti-subversion law, making
subversion a criminal offense. This plan is based on intelligence reports revealing that 500 to 1000 youths are indoctrinated by communist
rebels to become fighters or serve as military leaders each year. [Philippine Star]

26 August 2019

Philippines to set up first Islamic bank with Bangsamoro
(jd) The Philippines’ Department of Finance has agreed to set up an Islamic bank in the new autonomous region led by the Bangsamoro
government. This move is expected to increase investments and expand financial services. The department is set to decide on the
administrative matters, such as the structure of the bank, in order to suit the government’s system. [Philippine Star]

10 September 2019

Philippines: Rebels hand in armory according to Muslim peace deal
(jd) Muslim rebels from the southern Philippines officially began handing their guns to independent foreign monitors as per a peace treaty
aimed at ending the decades-long Muslim insurgency in the country's south. The peace treaty aims at transitioning the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front from one of the country’s largest insurgency forces into a regular political party.
The first phase of the decommissioning process is expected to see a third of the forces retiring. [Channel News Asia] President Duterte has also
reassured that the government is ready to assist in the decommissioning process, as well as reintegration process for the fighters. [CNN
Philippines]
Meanwhile, a bomb blast, occurring hours before the decommissioning process began, adds another incident in the country’s recent surge of
bombings. It has wounded at least eight people. [South China Morning Post]
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Philippines: No progress on LGBTQ rights
(jk) The Philippines' highest court has rejected a case that could have become a landmark case for LGBTQ rights in the country. The plaintiff
had raised a fundamental violation of his rights due to him not being able to legally marry his partner. The Court has however unanimously
refused to take the case, based on the fact that the plaintiff had not actually "tried to get married". The move is a reminder of the difficulties
faced by the LGBTQ community in the majority Catholic country.
Additionally, lawmakers in the House of Representatives are split at best over the Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity or Expression (SOGIE)
bill that has been proposed. The bill is meant to address workplace discrimination based on gender biases. While it did excite the LGBTQ
community in the country, many in Congress remain against the bill. [Philippine Star]

17 September 2019

Philippines will not allow U.N. “bastards” to investigate drug war
(ls) The Philippines will not allow visits by United Nations representatives to investigate its bloody war on drugs. Foreign Secretary Teodoro
Locsin Jr. called the human rights experts “bastards” who had already demonstrated prejudice. The United Nations Human Rights Council
approved a resolution in July to compile a comprehensive report on President Rodrigo Duterte’s three-year crackdown, during which thousands
of people have been killed. The International Criminal Court is also currently conducting a preliminary investigation into the killings that could
amount to crimes against humanity. [Reuters]

Philippines: Attack on newspaper’s printing house illustrates continued threat to journalists

17 September 2019

(ls) In the latest attack against the press in the Philippines, the printing house of a leading Philippine tabloid was stormed and burned by armed
men. The incident is the first attack of its kind on a news outfit in recent history. Most attacks against Philippine media have been focused on
journalists themselves, including legal cases, bans, harassment, and killings. [ Rappler]
The Philippines was placed 134th out of 180 countries this year on the World Press Freedom Index of Reporters Without Borders. In 2018, the
country ranked 133rd. According to a report released by various Philippine-based media groups, there have been 128 cases of attacks and
threats against Philippine press from 30 June 2016 to 30 April 2019. [PhilStar]
15 October 2019

Philippines: Increased poverty due to drug war, study finds
(ls) According to a report by development researchers, hundreds of families in the Philippines have plunged deeper into poverty amid the drug
war, which was launched by President Rodrigo Duterte about three years ago and in which more than 20,000 people have been killed, according
to some estimates. In June 2019, the Philippine National Police put the number at 6,660. The report points out that the death of the male
244

heads of households has reduced the families’ incomes for food, clothing, shelter and health. And it left the children at a greater “risk of child
labor and exploitation”. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, President Duterte's top police chief, General Oscar Albayalde, has been forced to resign following allegations in a Senate hearing
that he intervened as a provincial police chief in 2013 to prevent his officers from being prosecuted for allegedly selling a huge quantity of
seized drugs. Some of Duterte's political opponents also claim that his son, Paolo, a congressman, and his son-in-law were involved in the
shipment of narcotics to the Philippines. [Al Jazeera]
29 October 2019

Philippines: Mayor who is on Duterte’s “narco list” is killed
(ls) The mayor of a town in Misamis Occidental province in the Philippines was shot dead on Friday. David Navarro was killed outside the Office
of the Ombudsman while in police custody and being transported to the city prosecutor’s office for inquest proceedings on an assault
complaint. Navarro was tagged by President Rodrigo Duterte as a “narco-politician.” In March, Duterte released a list of 46 local government
officials, including Navarro, allegedly linked to illegal drug activity. In the Philippines, local politicians and journalists are frequent victims of
attacks. [PhilStar] [Rappler]

05 November 2019

Philippines: Baghdadi’s death affecting SEA, return of ISIS sympathizers
(nj) The recent reports on the death of Isis leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi led Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines to take precautions for
possible retaliatory attacks from radical sympathizers and Southeast Asian militants returning to the region. Baghdadi’s death is a massive
backlash for Isis, however, many people still believe in the ideology hoping to find a solution for their problems as economic hardships and
discrimination remain.
In Isis largest attack in Southeast Asia in 2017 pro-Isis-cells and groups managed to control territory and obtain military experience for five
months due to large ungoverned spaces and poorly secured areas on the southern Philippine island Mindanao. While government troops
taking back control that Oct. 1.100 people were killed in the fights. Terrorist experts are therefore assuming that Isis sympathizers are likely to
travel to the Philippines as a “hotbed” for terrorist and separatist groups. [The South China Morning Post]

12 November 2019

Philippines: Non-governmental groups labeled as communists
(ls) The Philippines’ armed forces have designated several non-governmental groups, including the local arm of Oxfam, the National Council of
Churches in the Philippines (NCCP) and an organization that advocates for women’s rights as fronts for “communist terrorism”. Such “redtagging” has in the past often resulted in violent attacks and killings. The labeling practice was first introduced by Ferdinand Marcos, president
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of the Philippines from 1965 to 1986, as a way of targeting his critics and opponents, but succeeding governments have also produced their
own list of communist enemies of the state. [South China Morning Post]
In a related development, dozens of activists have been arrested over the course of the last week. All those arrested were accused of
undergoing firearms and explosives training to sow discord and destabilize the government. Leftist groups had backed President Duterte in
the 2016 national elections but later withdrawn their support. [ Straits Times]
12 November 2019

Philippines: Duterte offers Robredo influential position in drug war
(nj/ls) The Philippines´ President Rodrigo Duterte offered one of his main critics, Vice-President Leni Robredo, a lead position in the “drug war”.
Though several of her allies advised Robredo to turn down the position of a joint chair of a panel on illegal drugs, warning that it was a trap to
ensure her embarrassment and failure, she accepted the role, referring to the chance to save lives. [Reuters]

12 November 2019

Philippines: Alleged suicide bombers killed
(nj) On the Philippine island of Jolo, Sulu Province, two Egyptian nationals got killed in a gunfight with Philippine troops. They had been
suspected of being involved in an attempted suicide bombing with links to an ISIL-aligned group. [Al Jazeera]

Philippines: VP Robredo to be on watch for revealing state secrets on “war on drugs”

19 November 2019

(jk/nj) Following Vice President Leni Robredo – one of Duterte’s main critics – accepting a lead position in Duterte’s “war on drugs” against the
advice of some close to her [Asia in Review, No. 46, November/2019, 2], she is publicly considering to seek help from the international community, including
from the United Nations and International Criminal Court (ICC) if the government won’t intervene in the extrajudicial killings committed by the
police.
In response, President Duterte warned and threatened Robredo to remove her from the post if she reveals any state secrets to foreign
individuals or entities concerning the “drug war”. [South China Morning Post]
26 November 2019

Philippines: Duterte dismisses Robredo as co-chair of anti-drug body
(ls) Less than one month after designating her as co-chairperson, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has dismissed Vice President Maria
Leonor “Leni” Robredo from the Inter-Agency Committee on Anti-Illegal Drugs (ICAD). A spokesman accused Robredo of using her post “as a
platform to attack the methods undertaken by this administration.” When Duterte offered the post to Robredo at the beginning of this month,
many observers already considered it a trap and not a genuine transfer of responsibility. [Rappler]
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Earlier last week, Duterte called Robredo a “scatterbrain” with “kneejerk” impulses whom he would not entrust with confidential matters as
she could “jeopardize” the republic. He said the actions of Robredo, including planning to invite human rights investigators and talking to
certain individuals critical of his war on drugs, were “not inspiring”. [Manila Times]
26 November 2019

Philippines: Disinformation as an export good?
(ls) In the Philippines, candidates and government officials routinely pay vast cyber-troll armies that create multiple fake social media accounts
to smear opponents and prop themselves up. Now, observers warn that the Philippine disinformation industry could spread to other countries,
the U.S. in particular, given Filipinos’ proficiency in English, facility with social media and the incentive of money from campaigns looking for a
new way to get an edge over the competition. [Los Angeles Times]

Philippines: Duterte’s promise more ‘build build build’ but doubts remain
(jk/nj) President Rodrigo Duterte wants to have started a hundred projects under his programme ‘build, build, build’ before he steps down in
2022. When Duterte took office in 2016 he promised to spend billions of USD to improve infrastructure by for example expanding roads,
railways, dams and airports. The program initially consisted of 75 key projects, out of which two have been completed, others recently
"shelved" as they were deemed unfeasible.
His current plan is nevertheless to increase that number of projects and to steer away from developmental aid for financing and including
more private funding from national companies. Besides bureaucratic delays and financial challenges, "build, build, build" faces problems like
corruption and worker shortages. [South China Morning Post 1][Nikkei Asian Review 1]
The upcoming Southeast Asian Games which are hosted by the Philippines bring additional, unwanted attention to both the infrastructure
problems in the country as well as the difficulties getting "build, build, build" properly off the ground. While athletes have complained about
running short of food options or getting stuck at the airport, other accusations roam from unreasonable spending on new facilities to outright
fraud. [Nikkei Asian Review 2] Duterte has announced that there will be an official investigation into the preparation failures surrounding the games.
[Today Online]
In addition, concerns remain about increasing Chinese influence in the programme and whether it is wise to court Chinese investment more
broadly. One opposition senator for instance fears growing control over the country's power grid by Chinese stakeholders and wants to push
investigations by the senate into allegations that China can randomly shut down the energy supply in the country.
China holds a 40 percent stake in the National Grid Corporation of the Philippines (NGCP) which is responsible for the energy supply in the
country. However, the NGCP denied those allegations and labeling it ‘baseless’ and ‘purely speculative’. The company’s president and CEO
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stated that remote access will only be granted to a Filipino CEO in case of emergency after passing a highly confidential approval process. [South
China Morning Post 2]

17 December 2019

Philippines: Martial law to be lifted by year end
(ls) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte will lift martial law in the southern Philippines by the end of the year, more than two years after it
was imposed in an attempt to fight the siege of the city of Marawi and to stop the Islamic State gaining a foothold there. Martial law is a
contentious issue in a country ruled for 20 years by the late deposed dictator Ferdinand Marcos, whom Duterte has hailed as the greatest
leader the Philippines ever had. [The Guardian]

Philippines: After 10 years, judges come to verdict on Maguindanao massacre

24 December 2019

(lf/ls) After ten years of investigations and trials, 101 suspects in the Maguindanao massacre have received a verdict. The three masterminds
were sentenced with the highest possible penalty of 40 years. The massacre occurred in November 2009 during the Maguindanao provincial
election campaign, where several members of the media and supporters of the political rival of then provincial governor Andal Ampatuan
Senior (who died in prison in 2015) were murdered.
Andal Ampatuan Sr. and his family had ruled Maguindanao through a reign of terror since 1986, unleashing violence and brutality on voters
and his rivals while cultivating powerful patrons in Manila. At the peak of his influence under former president Gloria Arroyo, his private army
numbered over 2,000 men. The massacre was also marked by particular brutality. Wielding a samurai sword, Ampatuan Jr. led the attack while
his men shot at victims at point-blank range or mutilated their bodies with machetes. [Straits Times]
While the judgment has been an important step for justice for the family members of the 58 victims, 80 people accused are still on the run.
Several witnesses had also been murdered during recent years. Amnesty and Reporters without Borders mark the Philippines as one of the
most dangerous countries in the world to be a journalist. 15 journalists have been killed this year alone. [Taz, in German] [Amnesty]
24 December 2019

Philippines: Several attacks in the south
(lf) After President Duterte had announced to lift martial law in the Southern Philippines by December 31, the region has been struck by several
attacks in different cities. Several people have been injured. It is yet unclear who has caused the attacks. The Southern Philippines had been
under martial law since May 2017, when members of the terror organisation Da´esh seized the city of Marawi. While attacks are still present
in the Southern Philippines, the intensity and nature has changed. In March 2019, the Philippines government and the separatist group Moro
Islamic Liberation front had signed a landmark peace deal, which is expected to bring stability and prosperity to the region. However, many
other groups have been excluded from this deal. [AlJazeera] [Reuters]
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Philippines: NATO report on four models of political trolling
(ls) The NATO Strategic Communications Center of Excellence published a report titled “Politics and Profit in the Fake News Factory: Four Work
Models of Political Trolling in the Philippines” earlier this month. It identifies four emerging organization models of “fake news” factories
affecting Philippine politics and public opinion: a state-sponsored model, an in-house staff model, an advertising and PR model and a clickbait
model. [NATO STRATCOM COE] [University of Massachusetts Amherst]
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Singaporean blogger sued by PM for defamation receives support from the PM’s brother

01 January 2019

(jk) The man was sued for defamation for sharing an article on Facebook which connects Singapore’s PM with the 1MDB corruption scandal in
Malaysia. PM Lee has said the article was false and had no basis in reality but is a mere smear campaign against him and his government. The
blogger has in turn filed a counter-suit against the PM for alleged abuse of the court system to stifle freedom of speech. His crowdfunding
campaign for legal fees was according to PM Lee’s brother also supported by him, donating a “substantial amount” to the around 7000 USD
the blogger is seeking to raise.
Earlier this month, an editor of Singapore news site was also charged with defamation for publishing a letter that alleged corruption among
the government. [SCMP]
23 January 2019

Singapore: PAP defections ahead of possible early election
(ls) Tan Cheng Bock, a former member of Singapore’s People’s Action Party (PAP), announced he was forming the “Progress Singapore Party”
together with former party colleagues, raising the prospect of a splintering of the party for the first time in decades. Tan split from the PAP in
2011 after he decided to run as president and failed. As a lawmaker, he was viewed as a firebrand who often defied the party line. The PAP’s
last split was in the early 1960s when it was the ruling party of semi-independent Singapore. Leftists in the PAP at that time formed the Barisan
Sosialis which was later defunct as its main leaders were detained for supposed communist links.
According to recent rumours, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong might call snap elections this year, well ahead of a January 2021 deadline. [South
China Morning Post]

09 April 2019

Fake news, foreign intervention and freedom of expression Singapore
(jk) It’s been roughly a year since the Select Committee in Singapore’s parliament held their open hearings on deliberate online falsehoods (or
“fake news”). Last September, they published their report in which they made 22 recommendations [ Channel News Asia] to the government
which were unsurprisingly accepted as many of the committee members were at the same time members of the Cabinet.
Now, the “Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Bill“ has been introduced to parliament and is under discussion. If enacted,
which is likely, the bill will be among the toughest laws against fake news as it gives the government and its ministers almost complete
discretion over what is deemed true and what is not. Any government minister can order online content to be altered or removed if it is “in
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the public interest” to do so, which itself is broadly defined. Afterwards, individuals do have an opportunity to appeal. Hence, the “last arbiter”
of a decision on false content is a judge and not the government. However, the content will be removed at first and it has been pointed out
that the high cost of such legal action will simply coerce most people into compliance and lead to ever more self-censorship. Fines and prison
terms for malicious actors are also envisioned under the bill. Civil society organizations have heavily criticized the proposed bill, whereas the
government points to its efforts that it will distinguish for example between false facts and opinions or satire and not over-reach. As in other
cases of fake-news legislation, the definitions of terms are vague and potential tools of the government are far-reaching. In Singapore, where
media freedom is already curtailed, the bill could easily lead to even more censorship. In the end, if the bill goes through in its current or a
similar form, it will be at the government’s discretion how far they want to go with it. [A Times, The Interpreter, Channel News]
[New Narratif], a project run by well-known government critic and Singaporean historian Ping Tjin Thum, has an interesting podcast (and
transcript) on the issue which provides a discussion on the current state of affairs in Singapore, but also gives some background on the issue
of “fake news” in general. The presenters discuss in particular the fact that disinformation and “fake news” have been around for a very long
time, causing problems and sometimes hysteria much earlier than some of the current discourse would suggest. Social media and the internet
merely scaled and exacerbated a very familiar phenomenon.

Executions in Southeast Asia: Rising numbers in Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam

17 April 2019

(ls) Though executions in the world are falling for the first time in ten years, Amnesty International has reported an increase of death penalty

enforcements in Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. Figures rose in Singapore whilst Thailand resumed executions for the first time in a decade.
Vietnam, which released official numbers for the first time (at least 85 executions in 2018), is among the leading executioners of the world.
[Asia News]
23 April 2019

Singapore: Finance Minister named as Deputy PM
(jk) Singapore’s Finance Minister Heng Swee Keat has moved closer to becoming the next Prime Minister after PM Lee Hsien Loong named him
as his new deputy this week in a minor cabinet re-shuffle that will take effect from next months. Heng will remain Finance Minister but will be
replacing both current deputy prime ministers Teo Chee Hean and Tharman Shanmugaratnam who will remain in cabinet as senior ministers.
[Channel News] The promotion follows the People’s Action Party’s (PAP) decision last November to make him First Assistant Secretary-General,
who is traditionally Singapore’s deputy leader.
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Singapore: Reflections on Asia’s most recent Anti-Fake News Bill
(jk) As reported previously, the “Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Bill“ has been introduced to parliament and is under
discussion in Singapore. [AiR 2/4] CPG’s Dr. Lasse Schuldt has taken a closer look at the bill and shares his reflections on the law which may have
serious implications on freedom of expression in Singapore and elsewhere. [Verfassungsblog]

Singapore: Anti-Fake News Bill faces heavy criticism by lawmakers and experts

07 May 2019

(jk) As reported previously, the “Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Bill“ has been introduced to parliament, and as a
reminder, CPG’s Dr Lasse Schuldt has taken a closer look at the bill and its background here [ Verfassungsblog].
Dr. Schuldt is by far not the only one with concerns regarding the reach and terms of the bill. The Singaporean parliament is to discuss the bill
further this week, but previous weeks already saw lawmakers, experts and social media companies raising concerns and making suggestions
for amendments.
After academics and journalists had remarked that the bill leaves the government with too much unchecked power and foresees too small a
role for the country’s courts, and is with potential consequences for academic research [SCMP 1], three nominated members of parliament
complained over provisions giving arbitrary power to the government when determining what constitutes a fact. They suggested amendments
to the bill which would reflect that such a decision ought to be subject to a review by an independent council; that the government has to spell
out the reasons for its decisions; and for parties appealing to have access to low-cost means of legal recourse. [SCMP 2]
Along similar lines, a former PAP lawmaker has published an open letter, saying that Singapore could be a world leader in the fight against fake
news, but that it must not fail to take the concerns raised seriously. He largely agrees with the need for the law, as well as with the
aforementioned suggested amendments but sees a huge risk in getting the legislation wrong: “Done in a wrong way, there is a risk of people
losing trust in the government, despite its best intentions in tackling this challenging issue.” [ TOC]

Cyber-Security in Singapore: Red Cross website hacked, details of over 4,000 potential blood donors leaked
(cl) A hack of the Singapore Red Cross (SRC) website, likely helped by a weak administrator password, is the latest of a string of data breach
incidents affecting health-related organisations in Singapore. [Today] [Channel News Asia].
The incident is yet another breach of personal data privacy in the past few months. In March, the Health Sciences Authority (HSA) said that the
personal information of more than 800,000 people who had donated or registered to donate blood in Singapore since 1986 was improperly
put online by a HSA vendor for more than two months. [ Straits Times] In January, the Ministry of Health revealed that the confidential
information of 14,200 HIV-positive individuals had been leaked online. [Straits Times 2] Last year, Singapore experienced the “most serious
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breach of personal data”, with 1.5 million SingHealth patients’ records accessed and copied while 160,000 of those had their outpatient
dispensed medicines’ records taken, according to the Ministry of Health and Ministry of Communications and Information. [Channel News Asia
2]

Singaporean court stays execution of drug courier, but laws to remain “tough”

28 May 2019

(cl) A day before he was scheduled to hang on Friday, a Malaysian drug mule on death row for importing heroin in 2017 got a temporary
reprieve after the Court of Appeal granted him a stay of execution. During the hearing, his lawyers raised questions about the “lack of
transparency” of the clemency process. In response, the prosecution submitted affidavits to set the sequence of events. [Straits Times]
Prior to the hearing, legal advocacy group Lawyers for Liberty accused the Singapore government of bulldozing through procedures to hang
the Malaysian, who was found to merely be a drug courier and not a mastermind in illicit substances. The group added that the one-week
notice of his execution is “oppressive and unjust”. [The Star] The Law Minister of Malaysia has further denied allegations accusing it of
interfering with the court’s decision. [Asia One]
The last case concerning the execution of a Malaysian on similar charges of carrying drugs into Singapore occurred in October 2018. [Malay
Mail] Recently, on 27 May, a Nigerian man on death row was cleared of importing close to 2kg of ice. [Channel News Asia] Regardless, the
Minister of Law has warned that while there are strong coordinated efforts internationally for Singapore to change the government’s position
on drugs, there remains a need for such “tough laws”. [Straits Times 2]
28 May 2019

Criminalization of gay sex in Brunei and Singapore in the spotlight
(ls) Brunei’s Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has returned an honorary degree awarded by Oxford University after a global backlash for introducing the
death penalty for gay sex and adultery. Nearly 120,000 people had signed a petition by April calling on the university to rescind the honorary
law degree awarded in 1993 to the sultan. [Reuters]
In a separate development, Li Huanwu, a grandson of Singapore’s late founding father Lee Kuan Yew, revealed on Friday he had married his
boyfriend in South Africa. Sex between men remains illegal in Singapore under Section 377A of the Penal Code. [South China Morning Post] In
a 2011 interview, the late Lee Kuan Yew said about homosexual couples, “They are born that way and that’s that. So, if two men or two women
are that way, just leave them alone.” [YouTube]

02 July 2019

Singapore: Gay pride rally and calls for abolition of criminalization
(ls) This weekend, Singapore joined dozens of other cities around the world in celebrating gay pride. But it is the only one where gay sex is

criminalized, though the law is not enforced. Previous legal challenges to overturn the ban have failed. Shortly after last year’s landmark Indian
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court ruling, a Singaporean DJ filed a new court challenge against the colonial-era law. [Reuters] Another parade took place in Manila. The
Philippines president Rodrigo Duterte had recently said that in his younger days he “cured” himself of homosexuality with the help of “beautiful
women”. [The Nation]
02 July 2019

Asian Development Bank to open office in Singapore
(cl) According to Singapore’s Ministry of Finance, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) will open an office in Singapore in the second half of this
year to support the expansion of its private sector operations. [Straits Times] On Friday, it announced that the office would be “lean and
focused” outfit with 12 staff, including from ADB’s Private Sector Operations Department and Office of Public-Private Partnership. This
agreement to establish the new office was signed by Deputy Prime Minister Heng Swee Keat and ADB president Takehiko Nakao on the
sidelines of the G20 Summit. [Channel News Asia]

23 July 2019

Singapore enhances data security and protection
(kj) The Singaporean government has announced that several measures will be rolled out by the public service to safeguard citizens' personal
data. The main goal of these measures will be to render databases inaccessible once information has been illicitly taken from them. Other aims
include the detection of unexpected data transmissions and restrictions of users’ rights. [The Straits Times]
For example, files of high confidentiality will be required to be encrypted. Personal data that is highly sensitive, such as HIV status, will be
stored in a separate system with greater protection. Further measures, such as the management of third-party vendors and education of civil
servants on data security will be disclosed later. [Business Insider]
This initiative is motivated by the series of data breaches in the previous year. The most severe cyber-attack occurred in June last year, resulting
in hackers stealing personal data of 1.5 million patients and outpatient information of 160,000 people, including that of Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong. [BBC]

30 July 2019

Progressive Singapore Party to be officially launched
(kj) The Progressive Singapore Party (PSP) is projected to be launched on 3 August, and is led by former People’s Action Party (PAP) Member
of Parliament and Presidential Candidate Tan Cheng Bock who promises that his party would promote unity and spark change to the current
political landscape. [The Straits Times]
Lee Hsien Yang, the brother of Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, has been openly supporting the PSP. He praises Tan for prioritising the interests
of Singaporeans as well as stepping up to serve Singapore. Tan has expressed that he welcomes Lee Hsien Yang to PSP as long as he does so
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on PSP’s terms. Lee Hsien Yang has been entangled in a feud with the Prime Minister over the demolition of Lee Kuan Yew’s family residence.
[Nikkei Asian Review] [Channel News Asia]
Tan added that he aims to form a “loose alliance” with other opposition parties such as the Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) and the Workers’
Party (WP). This is so that the PSP can avoid “three-cornered fights” in the next General Election, which is expected to occur by early 2021.
[Channel News Asia]
30 July 2019

Singapore’s religious harmony law to be updated
(kj) In a forum on religion, extremism and identity politics, Minister for Home Affairs and Law K. Shanmugam announced intentions to amend
the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act, which has been left unchanged since 1990. The Act was first initiated in the late 1980s by then
Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, who foresaw the possibility of Singapore being influenced by the increase in religious fervour globally. [The Straits
Times]
If updates are officially instituted, people who sow discord between religions can be issued restraining orders by the Government. This change
is motivated by the proliferation of hateful speech and identity politics on social media, as well as the ubiquity of the internet. These trends,
government officials argue, can bring about “coarseness in public discourse” and the breakdown of society. [ The New Paper]

Singapore Democratic Party to contest five constituencies at next General Election
(kj) The Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) has announced that it aims to contest five constituencies at the next General Election. The
constituencies will be the same electoral divisions it had contested back in 2015. However, Trade and Industry Minister Chan Chun Sing
mentioned in Parliament a month ago that the committee that reviews electoral division boundaries has not been established yet. [Channel
News Asia]
With regards to policy goals, SDP shared that they hope to lower Goods and Services Tax, costs of healthcare and vital services. This is so that
citizens can be free to be creative, thus lowering Singapore’s dependence on foreign Professional, Managers, Executives and Technicians
(PMETs). [The Straits Times]
SDP will do a walkabout in the five constituencies as part of its ground campaigning efforts, and it will be led by secretary-general Chee Soon
Juan. In addition, he will address media to answer queries regarding the party’s direction, renewal strategy and election plans. [The Independent]
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06 August 2019

Singapore: Drug smuggling worsens despite rise in hangings
(kj) According to Minister of Law K Shanmugam, drug trafficking into Singapore has recently risen despite an increase in number of executions.
In 2018, there were 11 executions for drug offenses. Amnesty International said this was the first time since 2004 that the number of executions
reached double-digits. [Reuters]
Singapore has a zero-tolerance policy for illegal drugs, and offenders serve long term imprisonment. Over the past decades, hundreds of
criminals, including foreigners, have been executed. Previously, rights group Lawyers for Liberty observed that a significant number of prisoners
on death row have had their clemency petitions rejected, and warned of an “execution binge”. It further accuses Singapore of entirely
dismissing international legal norms and “decent world opinion”. Malaysia, for example, removed the death penalty as punishment for drug
trafficking. Thailand has also explored broader liberalisation of laws surrounding marijuana after it had been declared legal for medical and
research purposes in 2018. [South China Morning Post] [Khmer Times]

13 August 2019

Singapore: New rules for financial industry to combat cyber threats
(kj) By next year, financial institutions will have to abide by a fresh set of rules by the Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) in order to
improve cyber security standards and heighten cyber resilience. The legally binding regulations on cyber hygiene outlines the measures that
organisations and firms have to undertake to counter the increasing risk of cyber threats. Important elements in the current MAS technology
risk management guidelines will also be made mandatory. These include adopting security devise illegal network traffic and timely remedies
to system security faults. [Channel News Asia]
The hard-lined stance adopted by the MAS is due to the global spate of data breaches, as well as two years of consulting with the industry. A
key discovery is that 90 per cent of those incidents are due to negligence over basic cyber hygiene. [The Straits Times]

03 September 2019

Singapore: Religious Harmony Act to be amended
(ls) Singapore is introducing changes to the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act. The Act, in force since 1992, allows the government to
issue restraining orders against preachers who engage in conduct or speech that undermines religious harmony, and fine and jail those who
breach such orders. The yet unspecified changes shall adapt the Act to the social media age. In June, Singapore enacted the Protection from
Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act, addressing “fake news” on the internet. [Straits Times]
Channel News Asia has compiled some background information about the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act. [Channel News Asia]
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Singapore: Law Ministry plans to legalize conditional fee agreements
(td) Singapore’s Ministry of Law plans to allow conditional fee agreements, an additional payment option where a lawyer is paid only when
the claim is successful. The country’s law currently prohibits conditional fee agreements. The new agreements will be considered for
international and domestic arbitration proceedings, including mediation, as well as certain prescribed proceedings in the Singapore
International Commercial Court. In addition to the lawyer's standard legal fees, a payment under the fee agreements may include a successfee. Existing traditional payment methods will continue to be in place alongside the proposed agreements, involving fixed fees or arrangements
where clients are billed by the hour. [Straits Times] [Ministry of Law]

Singapore: Electoral Boundaries Review Committee is set up, indicating election preparations

10 September 2019

(jk) The set-up of the Electoral Boundaries Review Committee is seen as a formal step towards a general election. Singapore must hold its next
election before April 2021, but according to observers an earlier date is more likely. In no previous instance, it has taken more than six months
from the set-up of the committee to the actual elections. Government sources according to the South China Morning Post state that a
“December election is now very likely”. [South China Morning Post]

Singapore: PM sues Chief Editor of Singaporean news outlet over "false statements"

10 September 2019

(jk) The chief editor of the Singaporean news outlet "The Online Citizen" has received a notification that he will be sued over and article
allegedly containing “false” statements about a recent controversy regarding the family house of the PM, once owned by his father. The editor
had previously been asked to apologize and remove the article and Facebook post but has chosen not to oblige.
The article and the post on Facebook alleged that today's PM Lee misled his father in order to achieve that the house will not be demolished,
as was Lee Kuan Yew's wish. The PM’s lawyers state that the article has “gravely injured” his character and reputation. [The Independent
Singapore]

Singapore: Better protection for abused, neglected children after changes to Children and Young Persons Act passed
(td) Amendments to the Children and Young Persons Act (CYPA) were passed in Parliament to better protect children who may be neglected
or abused by their caregivers. The Act aims to provide greater support to youth offenders to reintegrate into society. The Parliament also
raised the age limit for what is considered a young person from 16 to 18. This would allow the authorities to intervene in cases of abuse
involving older children and the definition of emotional injury has also been sharpened, so that there is clarity on when stakeholders like the
Ministry of Social and Family Development (MSF), social service agencies and the court can and should intervene, and when they should not.
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Another change to the CYPA is the new Enhanced Care and Protection Order. It allows MSF and designated caregivers to children who are in
out-of-home care to make day-to-day as well as more substantive decisions such as overseas travel. [Channel News Asia] [The New Paper]
08 October 2019

Singapore: The 28 Most Important Issues Facing the city state
(jk) Independent online platform New Naratif asked its readers what they think about the current state of Singapore and the most important
issues facing the country today. Its about 450 responses paint a basic picture of Singaporean woes today. Leaving aside the relatively small
sample size and the narrow pool of New Naratif readers, the answers paint an interesting picture of what will likely dominate the upcoming
elections. [New Naratif]

Fake news in SEA: Singapore's fake news law comes into effect, Malaysia's does not
(jk) Last week, Singapore’s fake news law - the Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act (POFMA), took effect. The new law
provides for criminal sanctions for individuals, including jail time of up to 10 years, and fines of up to S$1 million for technology companies.
Under the new law, any government minister can decide whether to act against a piece of falsehood on the internet and can order it to be
taken down or ask for corrections to be put up alongside it. Ministers can also order technology companies to block accounts that are spreading
alleged untruths.
Critics such as The Asia Internet Coalition described the law as the “most far-reaching legislation of its kind to date”. It gives the “Singapore
government full discretion over what is considered true or false.” [Asia Times]
To critics that have pointed to a potentially long and most importantly costly procedure of appeal, the government has said that it will cost "as
little as S$200" and take "as fast as nine days" for anyone to challenge a minister’s decision. Under the subsidiary laws to the act, court fees
for the first three days of the appeal hearing will be waived. However, according to the Straits Times, the minister also decides whether an
appeal against his or her decision will be accepted.
Companies such as Google, Facebook and Twitter may be required to ascertain the identity of those who want to put up any paid political
content in Singapore, like advertisements seeking to influence the outcome of elections. These companies may also be required to disclose to
the public the paid political content. They have been given a temporary exception from the law in order to give them time to implement the
technical measures required to comply with the law. [The Straits Times]
As reported last week, Thailand will open its first anti-fake news centre next month, tasked to combat unverified news on social media
platforms. [Asia in Review, No. 40, October/2019, 1] Thailand and Singapore are far from the only Southeast Asian countries that have
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prioritised a government approach to dealing with real or alleged fake news - Southeast Asia has in fact become somewhat of a "world's
laboratory" on this particular issue, argues CPG's Lasse Schuldt. [Voice of Asia]
Lastly, Malaysia's ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) government continues its attempts to prevent the former government's fake news law to be
enacted. PH wants to repeal the act after it was rushed through parliament by the Barisan Nasional (BN) government just before they lost the
national elections last year. This is PH's second attempt to repeal the law after its repeal was blocked the first time around by the upper house.
[The Straits Times]

Singapore: Discussion on academic freedom amid cancellation of Yale-NUS course

05 November 2019

(jk) Earlier in September, Singapore's Yale-NUS collage cancelled a course on dissent only two weeks before it was scheduled to start, sparking
a wider discussion on academic freedom in Singapore. One if the reasons for the cancellation, Yale-NUS said was that students could have
been at risk of breaking the law. [Bangkok Post]
Reflecting on attitudes towards activism and dissent in Singapore more broadly, is the Chief Editor of [New Narratif], a platform often in the
government's focus with regards to online dissent and critical perspectives on Singaporean leadership.
03 December 2019

Singapore orders Facebook to comply with fake news law
(jk) The Singaporean government has for the first time since the Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation (POFMA) Act came into
forced Facebook to issue a correction notice alongside a post that violates POFMA.
The post on the States Times Review Facebook page included several falsehoods, for example the assertion that Singapore's Home and Law
Minister had ordered the arrest of a person behind a separate Facebook post. The page is run by a man-based Australia who is known to be
critical of the government in Singapore and has previously run as an opposition candidate there.
This is the second time the law has been used involving Facebook, though the first-time last week, the complaint was accepted by the author
who agreed he had made some mistakes and altered the post. This time, the author refused to take down the post or alter it.
Facebook, facing fines for non-compliance with POFMA has added a label to the post that can be seen only if accessed from Singapore, stating
that it was legally required to say that the post is determined by the Singapore government to contain false information at the bottom. [BBC]

Singapore: Google suspends political advertisements due to “fake news”-related legislation
(ls) Google has stopped accepting political advertisements in Singapore months before a widely expected election. The internet company said
that it complies with Singapore’s new Code of Practice for Transparency of Online Political Advertisements, which has been enacted along the
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Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act (POFMA) earlier this year. The decision led the small Singapore Democratic Party to
complain that this closes down a major channel through which opposition parties could compete with the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP).
Facebook, however, is still accepting political advertisements in Singapore after implementing new rules under the “fake news” laws in
September. [Reuters]
CPG’s Lasse Schuldt describes how Southeast Asian governments have been stepping up their efforts to actively manage the truth by
combatting false information. Among the main tools are correction orders and state-run “fake news centers” that monitor and “rectify” alleged
falsehoods online. In addition, government discourse employs increasingly belligerent language to denounce the perceived threats. Schuldt
argues that the protection of the truth is becoming an increasingly accepted ground for restricting free speech. [Verfassungsblog]
17 December 2019

Singapore: Next POFMA enforcement actions
(lf) The Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) has been ordered by the Singaporean government to correct a Facebook post. This is the third use
of the Protection from Online Falsehood and Manipulation Act (POFMA), which allows the government to order corrections of posts deemed
misleading or incorrect. POFMA raises concerns about limiting free speech. [South China Morning Post] [Reuters] [see also Asia in Review, No.
50, December 2019, 2]

24 December 2019

Singapore High Commissioner responds to POFMA-critic UK article
(fs) After British newspaper The Economist published an article criticizing Singapore’s new Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation
Act (POFMA) and calling it “part of the government’s criticism-suppressing arsenal” [The Economist], Singapore’s High Commissioner to the
United Kingdom Foo Chi Hsia issued an open letter to refute the accusations.
In the letter, she defends the controversial law as a necessary step for Singapore being “a small English-speaking, multiracial, multi-religious
city-state open to the world, more vulnerable than most to this threat”. At the same time, she describes passing POFMA as the result of
observing the “cost of doing nothing in Britain and elsewhere” and the state’s “decision to act”, not denying the law’s purpose of “meeting
own context and needs” and “defending own interests”. [The Online Citizen]

31 December 2019

Singapore: Opposition leader criticizes biased use of POFMA
(fs) The leader of the oppositional People's Voice party Lim Tean accused the government of mostly targeting opposition parties by the new
Protection from Online Falsehood and Manipulation Act (POFMA) in anticipation of the upcoming elections "to silence its opponents and chill
public discussion of unpopular government policies.”
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The accusation was made in a Facebook post, following a directive he received from the government relating to a prior post he made on the
social media website, condemning the education policy under the ruling People's Action Party. The directive ordered Lim Tean to change the
post due to it being “false and misleading”.
Since the installation of POFMA nearly three months ago, opposition party figures have been targets in three of four cases of correction
directives for matters of “public interest”. According to the law’s definition, “public interest” also includes preventing influencing the outcome
presidential or parliamentary elections. [Nikkei Asian Review]
Such a definition bears an enormous political risk for political opponents as the ruling party is now in a position to direct corrections concerning
statements made by political enemies ahead of upcoming elections to eliminate these in order to maintain itself in power.
It seems that the criticism against Singapore’s government of POFMA does not break off, with the bespoken incident following last week’s
open letter of Singapore’s High Commissioner Foo Chi Hsia harshly defending the act against British newspaper The Economist’s evaluation.
[Asia in Review No. 52, December/2019, 4]
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18. South Korea
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

South Korea: Presidential office raided over probe into illegal collection of information on civilians

01 January 2019

(dql) President Moon has come under pressure as prosecutors raided the presidential office last week as part of an investigation into the
office’s alleged illegal gathering of information about civilians. The raid came after a complaint was filed by the main opposition Liberty Korea
Party (LKP) against top presidential officials accusing them of abusing power and neglecting duties. LKP’s complaint was based on confessions
of Kim Tae-woo, until recently a special inspector in the presidential office, saying he had illegally surveilled civilians on the behest of the
presidential office while fulfilling his duty as investigator. [Yonhap]
09 January 2019

South Korea: Government accused of seizing control of press
(dql) On the occasion of the launching of special committee by the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) aimed at establishing a movement
to protest the mandatory fee of monthly 2.500 won to the country’s public broadcaster Korea Broadcasting System (KBS), leading LKP figures
accused the government of trying to “seize control of the press – including KBS.” [Korea Herald]

South Korea: Ex Supreme Court Chief Justice questioned over judicial power abuse case

16 January 2019

(dql) Yang Sung-tae, the former Supreme Court Chief Justice, was questioned by prosecutors last week over a power abuse scandal which has
put the country’s judiciary under unprecedented pressure. Yang, who is facing allegations of using politically sensitive trials as bargaining chips
in dealings with the Park Geun-hye administration (2013-2017) for his personal project, the creation of a new court of appeals, is the first
former top court chief in history to face a prosecution questioning as a criminal suspect. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Prosecution demands arrest of former Supreme Court Chief Justice
(dql) Following three interrogation rounds, South Korea’s prosecution requested the arrest of Yang Sung-tae, the former Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court, amid an investigation into abuse of judicial power by top court officials during Yang’s leadership from 2011-2017. Yang is facing
40 counts of charges, including abuse of power and leaking state secrets. He is particularly suspected of having used politically sensitive trials
as leverage to court the office of then President Park Geun-hye (2013-2017) to obtain her endorsement for the establishment of a separate
court of appeals, his pet project. [Korea Times]
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In case an arrest warrant is issued, Yang will be the first former or incumbent Supreme Court chief justice to be arrested in the 71-year history
of South Korea’s judiciary.
30 January 2019

South Korea: First-ever arrest of former Supreme Court Chief Justice
(dql) Former Supreme Court Chief Justice Yang Sung-tae was arrested Thursday after the Seoul Central District Court had issued an arrest
warrant. Yang, who presided over the country’s top court from 2011 to September 2017, is accused of having abused his power to interfere in
politically sensitive trials aimed at securing the support of then President Park for his plan to establish a second appeals court. Among the highprofile cases is a lawsuit filed by South Korean victims of forced labor under Japanese colonial rule. Yang is accused of having masterminded a
delay in the deliberation of the case in favor of the Park administration and in its attempts to mend ties with Japan. [Korea Herald]

05 February 2019

South Korea: Parliamentary February session set to be bumpy
(dql) After South Korea’s National Assembly was already paralysed in January when rival parties brawled over various issues ranging from
electoral reform to real estate speculation in which a former ruling party lawmaker is allegedly implicated, the parliament is expected to face
a similar fate for its February session with rival parties clashing over a series of political scandals and the detention of a confidant of President
Moon Jae-in. Last week, South Gyeongsang Province Gov. Kim Kyoung-soo, a confidant of President Moon, was sentenced to two years in jail
after being found guilty of colluding with a power blogger to conduct illicit cyber operations aimed at swaying public opinion in favor of
President Moon ahead of the 2017 presidential election. The leader of the main opposition Liberty Korea Party called on Moon to clarify
whether or to what extent he had knowledge of the online manipulation. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Ruling and main opposition party clash over parliamentary committee nominees
(dql) In the latest in a string of clashes between the ruling Democratic Party and the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) [Air 1/2/2019],
President Moon Jae-in rejected the appointment of two of the three nominees of the LKP for a nine-member parliamentary committee
investigating the May 18th, 1980 Gwangju Democratization Movement, a popular uprising in the city of Gwangju against martial law
government established after the assassination of authoritarian President Park Chung-hee in October 1979. While the Presidential Office
justified the rejection on grounds of lack of qualifications required for the post, the LKP accused Moon of a political decision. [Korea Herald]
In a related development, the ruling Democratic Party (DP) and three other parties announced on Monday that they will file a petition with
the National Assembly Special Committee on Ethics to strip three lawmakers of the LKP from their parliamentary seats accused of disparaging
the uprising in remarks made at a public hearing. [ Yonhap]
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South Korea: Lawmaker expelled from party for controversial remarks on Gwangju uprising

19 February 2019

(dql) South Korean’s main opposition Liberty Korea Party announced its decision to expel lawmaker Lee Jong-myeong from the party over his
controversial remarks on the 1980 Gwangju uprising [AiR 2/2/2019] while deferring two similar cases implicating lawmakers Kim Jin-tae and Kim
Soon-rye, in a move to keep their candidacies for the party's leadership election scheduled for late February.
The lawmakers have been accused of disparaging the democratic uprising, with one of them claiming that it was a riot hijacked by people with
political purposes. [Korea Times]

South Korea: Government under pressure over alleged blacklist of head of state agencies

26 February 2019

(dql) South Korea’s government has come under pressure following reports on the Ministry of Environment’s alleged draft blacklist of
government officials to be excluded from future appointments. A travel ban on former Environment Minister Kim Eun-kyung has been issued
by the Seoul Eastern District Prosecutors' Office after it obtained documents supporting allegations of the Minister’s attempts to remove the
chiefs of state agencies appointed during the previous presidency of Park Geun-hye from the main opposition Liberty Korea Party. [Korea Times]
The presidential office rejected the allegation defending the list as a checklist to identify those who are best qualified for appointment by
President Moon Jae-in. [Korea Herald]

South Korea: Main opposition Liberty Korea Party with new party head resuming parliamentary work after one-month boycott
(dql) South Korea’s former Prime Minister Hwang Kyo-ahn (2015-2017) was elected head of the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) at
the party’s national convention last Wednesday. He prevailed over his contenders, former Seoul mayor Oh Se-hoon and far-right lawmaker
Kim Jin-tae, with commanding 50% of the votes, compared to 31.1% and 18.9% respectively. [Yonhap 1]
Hwang had been a state prosecutor for 30 years before joining then President Park Geun-hye’s cabinet as Justice Minister in 2013.
One of the crucial tasks Kwang is facing is to unite the party in key issues dividing the party such the impeachment of former President Park of
which parts of party think it is unjust while others argue that the LKP should accept it. [Korea Herald]
Meanwhile, the LKP on Monday announced that it will request the convening of the National Assembly ending its one month-long boycott of
parliamentary activities over allegations of government abuse of power, a controversial appointment and a former ruling party lawmaker's
purchases of properties in cultural zones. [Yonhap 2]
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South Korea: Parliamentary work resumed
(dql) After a two-month hiatus, south Korea's National Assembly kicked off an extraordinary session last Thursday as the main opposition
Liberty Korea Party (LKP) ended its boycott of parliamentary activities earlier last week. On the agenda for deliberation are contentious bills
largely on the economy and electoral reform as well as legislation on fighting fine dust. [Korea Herald] [Yonhap]
The National Assembly has been paralyzed since January as the ruling Democratic Party and the LKP clashed over allegations of government
abuse of power, a controversial appointment and a former ruling party lawmaker’s purchases of properties in cultural zones.

12 March 2019

South Korea: Plans for new internet law
(dql) According to an announcement of South Korea’s Communications Commission last week, a new law is set to be introduced in 2019
allowing the government to shut down domestic operations of foreign internet-related companies holding personal information of South
Korean users, such as Google and Facebook. The new law would require foreign firms to partner up with a domestic company and to operate
through it bringing them within the government’s reach.
Under current law, such foreign companies are not subject to domestic regulations on violations of user privacy or misuse of user information.
While local firms had complained that this put them at disadvantage against foreign companies, human rights advocates raised concerns over
the government’s move as they fear tightened control of internet service providers and users. [ The Diplomat]

26 March 2019

South Korea: Ruling and opposition parties clash over Cabinet nominees
(dql) Ruling and opposition parties are expected to clash this week over parliamentary confirmation hearings of seven minister nominees which
started on Monday with the confirmation hearing for the post of the Minister for Land, Infrastructure and Transport in which the main
opposition Liberal Korea Party (LKP) accuses the nominee of real estate speculation earning him more than 2 million USD.
It is expected that the opposition will intensify its critics of the nominees in the subsequent conformation hearings as it believes that President
Moon’s nominations have been rather motivated by next year’s general elections than by any concern with efficient management of state.
Four out of the seven ministers slated to be replaced are incumbent lawmakers likely to run in the general elections next year. [Korea Herald]

02 April 2019

South Korea: President suffers defeat in ministerial nominations
(dql) In a blow to his planned cabinet reshuffle [AiR 4/3/2019], President Moon Jae-in withdrew his nomination for the Science and ICT Minister
post following revelations of 30 records of overseas business trips, which the candidate made with his wife using state-funded research money,
and luxury Porsche and Mercedes-Benz vehicles owned by his two sons.
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In a related development, the Land, Infrastructure and Transport Minister nominee, faced with growing pressure over accusations of real
estate speculation, voluntarily bowed out of the nomination. [Korea Herald] [Korea Joongang Daily]

South Korea: Parliamentary by-election results a warning for ruling Democratic Party

09 April 2019

(dql) In the by-elections last week, widely seen as a litmus test for the 2020 general elections, the ruling Democratic Party (DP) suffered a major
defeat as it failed to win any of the five seats up for grabs, including two parliamentary seats and three local councilor seats. The main
opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) and the leftist Justice Party each won one parliamentary seat, with the former also winning two of the
three local assembly seats. [Yonhap]
The LKP was quick to celebrate the results as “judgment by the people” against the Moon Jae-in administration. For the DP the defeat in the
by-elections is another political backlash in short time, following failed cabinet reshuffle nominations of President Moon Jae-in and resignation
of Ministers in the recent weeks. [AiR 1/4/2019]
17 April 2019

South Korea: Political clash over Constitutional court justice nominee
(dql) Threatening to paralyze the parliament and its work on key pending bills, ruling and opposition parties are clashing over President Moon
Jae-in's nomination of Lee Mi-sun as a Constitutional Court judge. The opposition parties last week refused to adopt the reports on Lee's
confirmation hearing and demanded her to step down as nominee citing over 5,500 transactions in the frame of stock investments amounting
to 3 million USD with total assets at 3.5 million. Signaling its tough stance in this matter, the main opposition Liberty Korea Party announced
to approach the Supreme Prosecutors Office and file charges against Lee for violations of the Corruption Prevention Act and Capital Market
Act. [Korea Times] [Korea Herald]
Upholding a confrontational course, the Presidential Office announced that President Moon would appoint Lee even if the opposition would
fail to adopt the confirmation hearing reports by Thursday this week, arguing that most of the allegations against Lee have already been
explained. [KBS]
In a similar move, Moon earlier last week had already appointed new ministers for small and medium-sized enterprises minister and for
unification minister in defiance of the opposition’s objections. [Yonhap]

23 April 2019

South Korea: Protest rally against Moon administration
(dql) In the latest development of the ongoing friction between the ruling Democratic Party (DP) and the main opposition Liberty Korea Party
(LKP) [AiR 3/4/2019], the latter staged a rally, attended by 20,000 supporters, last Saturday to protest against President Moon’s appointment
of contested constitutional court judges without parliamentary approval as well as his economic and North Korea policies. [KBS]
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In a speech during the rally, the LKP chief not only demanded the removal of senior officials of the presidential office over negligent personnel
verification in the frame of recent ministerial and constitutional court nominees, but also accused the government of failing to revive the
country’s economy and “following the path of a left-wing dictatorship” in oppressing individuals of former LKP administrations. With regards
to the government's North Korea policy he called Moon a “top spokesman” for North Korean leader Kim Jong-un "going around begging for
sanctions on North Korea to be lifted". [Asia News Network]
In another rally earlier last week, a group of loyalists of imprisoned former President Park Geun-hye (LKP) called for her release citing her
deteriorating health. The demand was rejected by the ruling and other opposition parties. [Korea Times]

South Korea: Ruling party fast-track reform bills amid fierce resistance of main opposition party

30 April 2019

(dql) Defying fierce objections by the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP), parliamentary committee members of the ruling Democratic
Party of Korea (DP) and three other minor parties approved key reform bills as fast-track measures.
Aimed to preventing legislative proposal from overlong pending, South-Korea's National Assembly can designate a bill which fails to obtain
bipartisan support over a long period as a fast-track proposal if the move receives approval by three-fifths of lawmakers in a parliamentary
committee. [Korea Herald]
The measures agreed on include a bill on the adoption of a new electoral proportional representation system, against whose fast-tracking LKP
last week staged sit-ins in the parliament to block rooms, where the special committee on political reform was supposed to vote on fasttracking the electoral reform bill, and also staged a rally at the weekend in central Seoul on Saturday attended by some 50,000 people joined
the rally.
According to results of a mock election conducted by local pollsters, the LKD is likely to lose as many as 20 parliamentary seats under the new
electoral system. [Korea Times]

South Korea: Feud over reform bill on redistribution of investigative rights between prosecution and police
(dql) Tensions are rising over plans for a redistribution of investigative rights between the prosecution and police in South Korea, after the
country’s Prosecutor-General publicly criticized the bills arguing that they would violate democratic principles mandating a system of checks
and balances.
Among the most contentious points of the bills, which were fast-tracked with the parliamentary committee votes of members of the ruling
Democratic Party and three other minor parties against strong resistance by the main opposition Liberty Korea Party, are the proposal to
expand the autonomy of the police and allow the police to open and close cases without approval from the prosecution, as well as the creation
of a special investigative agency which would independently investigate and indict high-ranking government officials implicated in corruption.
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07 May 2019

These are all powers currently solely in the hands of the prosecution, and the reforms would end the dominant role in investigation and
indictment the prosecution is playing under current laws. [Yonhap]
07 May 2019

South Korea: Strengthening naval capabilities
(dql) In a move to enhance the country’s naval capabilities, South Korea last week approved a 6.3 billion USD budget for the construction of
three KDX-III Sejong the Great-class multi-purpose destroyers and three more indigenously designed KSS-III (Jangbogo–III-class) diesel-electric
attack submarines (SSKs). The three more 7,600-ton destroyers will be equipped with American-made Aegis combat systems and sophisticated
ballistic missile interceptors. The destroyers and submarines are expected to join the Republic of Korean Navy (ROKN) in the late 2020s. [The
Diplomat]

14 May 2019

South Korea: “Biobots” to serve alongside soldiers by 2024
(dql) According to a document of South Korea’s Defense Acquisition Program Administration, which oversees the procurement of weapons
systems for the military, military robots mimicking animals like birds, snakes, and insects will soon support South Korea’s human soldiers.
According to plans of the agency, biomimetics equipment will be incorporated into military operations by 2024, with roles covering search and
rescue operations as well as reconnaissance. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Uproar as ruling party’s senior advisor seen dining with director of National Intelligence Service
(jyk) Despite the law prohibiting members of the National Intelligence Service (NIS) from participating in political activities including
“conducting election campaigns for a political party” the director of the NIS, Suh Hoon, was seen having a four-hour long dinner with Yang
Jeong-cheol, who used to be President Moon’s senior aide and now works as the director of a think-tank that conducts research and advises
on campaign strategy for the ruling Democratic Party.
Opposition parties accused Yang of appropriating NIS’s intelligence power to gain unjust advantage in the general election in April, 2020, to
which Yang replied no sensitive topics were discussed and that the dinner was between “several friends who have known each other for a long
time, not a one-on-one meeting (with Suh)” [JoongAng Daily].
This is not the first time the NIS’s political neutrality has been questioned, as the prosecutor’s investigation in 2012 revealed active involvement
of the NIS in a online smear campaign that manipulated and influenced public opinion in favor of the conservative administration of Lee Myungbak (2008-2013). The then director of the NIS, Won Sei-Hoon (2009-2013), was found guilty of violating the NIS Act and was sentenced in 2018
to serve four years in prison. [Hankyoreh]
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South Korea: Main opposition party steps up pressure on intelligence chief over meeting with President Moon’s confidant

04 June 2019

(dql) After the revelation of a dinner between National Intelligence Service (NIS) director Suh Hoon and Yang Jeong-cheol, who used to be
President Moon’s senior aide and now works as the director of a think-tank that conducts research and advises on campaign strategy for the
ruling Democratic Party (DP) [AiR 4/5/2019], the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) is set to gear up political pressure after indicating
that it is considering to file a complaint against Suh with the prosecution over suspected violation of the NIS law by possibly sharing confidential
information with Yang and intervening in domestic politics. The NIS law prohibits the agency’s head from being involved in any political
activities.
Suh and Yang, who both held key posts in Moon’s presidential campaign in 2017, rejected the allegations, maintaining the meeting was private.
[Korea Times]
The controversy adds to the paralyzing of the South Korean parliament in wake of the ongoing clash between the ruling DP and the LKP over
recent fast-tracking of controversial political and judicial reform bills, with the latter insisting that it would only return to parliamentary work
if the DP withdraws the fast-track designation of those bills. The latest negotiations between both sides on Sunday failed to yield an agreement.
[Korea Herald]
Fast-tracked bills can automatically be put to a vote at a plenary session even if relevant committees fail to deliberate on or approve it within
a given period of time. Among the contentious bills are those calling for electoral reform and establishing an independent agency to investigate
corruption among high-ranking officials.

South Korea: Ex-Vice Minister of Justice indicted for receiving sexual favors and bribes
(jyk) South Korea’s former vice minister of Justice, Kim Hak-eui, is set to stand trial for receiving sexual favors and bribes totaling 143,600 USD
from a construction contractor. Kim served as the vice-minister of Justice Ministry for just six days until the Prosecutors investigated him for
the above charges in March 2013. But the prosecutors and the police dropped all charges against Kim the immediate year, citing a lack of
evidence [KyungHyang]. The case resurfaced in 2019 when Kim’s sex video was disclosed by the media and prompted re-initiation of the
investigation by the Prosecution Services. New evidences against Kim’s misdeeds generated public speculations that the premature acquittal
in 2013 was an attempt of cover-up led by the Prosecution Office and the authorities of the Presidential Office, which was then headed by the
Park Administration. [JoongAng Daily]
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South Korea: Controversy as ruling party’s election strategist plans to visit regional governments ahead of general election

11 June 2019

(jyk) Yang Jeong-cheol, a key confidant of President Moon and the director of the ruling party’s election campaign think tank - Institute for
Democracy - sparked controversy as he planned his visit to Busan and South Gyeongsang Province to “establish a cooperation network with
think tanks of all regional governments”, according to an official of the institute [JoongAng Daily 1].
The announcement of the visit was controversial as it came shortly after Yang’s recent private dinner with the director of the National
Intelligence Service despite the NIS Act forbidding its involvement in political activities. [ AiR 4/5/2019] The opposition Liberty Korea Party called
the visit inappropriate as it could unjustly influence the election results by exerting influence on “the regional government heads who have
influence over (their) residents and organizational power”. [JoongAng Daily 2]
18 June 2019

South Korea: Parliamentary impasse set to persist
(dql) South Korea’s National Assembly has been facing an impasse for months [ AiR 1/6/2019] and continues to be paralyzed after the ruling
Democratic Party (DP) and the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) on Sunday failed to agree on setting up a parliamentary hearing on
the country’s economic situation as condition for resuming parliamentary operation. While the latter refused to give in to its demand for a
hearing to question the government over what it calls the country’s economic crisis, the former rejected the demand, accusing the LKP of
misusing the issue for its political agenda. [Korea Herald]

25 June 2019

South-Korea: Impasse in parliament goes on
(dql) South Korea’s National Assembly continues to be paralyzed after the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) on Monday rejected a
normalization agreement initially reached between the floor leaders of the LKP and the ruling Democratic Party (DP) on the same day which
seemed to get the country’s parliament back on track after a deadlock of almost three months between the DP and the LKP over contentious
fast-tracked bills. However, the LKP, following a general meeting, considered the agreement lacking specifics and disapproved of it. As
consequence, the first plenary session of the National Assembly since April 5 was held on Monday without attendance of the LKP. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Korean government to assess private sector’s corruption level
(jyk) South Korea's Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission (ACRC) announced that the Korean government will entrust a public research
institute with the task of carrying out an integrity test that will assess each industry’s corruption level by examining corruption in transactions,
accounting, and violations of fair trade and public values. It will also look at whether the industry made any efforts on preventive measures
against corruption such as enhancing transparency. The results of the integrity assessment are due to come out by the end of this year.
[JoongAng Daily]
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South Korea: Rival parties come to terms ending months-long Parliament stalemate

02 July 2019

(jyk) The ruling Democratic Party (DP) and the main oppostion Liberty Korea Party (LKP) reached an agreement to extend the mandates of two
special legislative committees on political and judicial reform to August 31 paving the way for the resumption of ordinary parliamentary work
after the National Assembly had been paralyzed for almost free months in the wake the fast-tracking of controversial reform bills pushed for
by the DP in April and rejected by the LKP as unilateral moves of the DP. Since then, the LKP has staged a boycott on all legislative activities
and demanded a renegotiation of the fast-tracked bills, an apology from the DP, and a parliamentary hearing on the economy. [JoongAng Daily]
[Yonhap]

South Korea: Prosecution apologizes for covering up high-profile criminal cases

02 July 2019

(jyk) South Korea’s Prosecutor General acknowledged and apologized for the truth-finding commission’s finding that prosecutors were
responsible for covering up or failing to maintain political neutrality while handling eight of the 17 controversial high-profile cases. The cases
included a sex scandal and bribery of a former Vice Justice Minister [AiR 2/6/2019] , a violent police crackdown on a group of 40 tenants forcibly
evicted from their homes in 2009, and the operation of a forced labor camp in Busan.
However, the Prosecutor General rejected the ruling Democratic Party’s move to pass the judicial reform bill that would transfer some of
prosecution’s investigative authority to the police and create a new investigative unit specialized in high-profile crimes. He said his organization
would instead conduct its own internal reforms to decentralize power within the agency. [JoongAng Daily]

South Korea: Minor parties protest against main parties’ parliamentary compromise
(jyk) Three minor parties that allied with the ruling Democratic Party (DP) to push for electoral and judicial reform called foul at the compromise
the DP reached with the main opposition Liberal Party (LKP). The agreement would give one of the two parliamentary committees’ chairs to
the LKP which would end the months-long parliamentary impasse between the two parties in exchange [ AiR 1/7/2019]. Passing a committee
chair to the LKP would allow the party to delay the legislative process indefinitely threatening to let the electoral reform “go up in smoke”. The
reform would introduce a proportional representation election system, which the minor parties deem crucial for their parties to survive the
general election in 2020. Despite their warning that the DP “imperil(s) political cooperation between the four parties’ alliance toward reform”,
the DP is unlikely to give in and to sacrifice the chair to the judicial reform committee and pass it on to the LKP, as judicial reform bills has been
the Moon Jae-in administration’s main agenda. [JoongAng Daily]
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16 July 2019

South Korea: Minimum wage hike campaign deflates
(dql) South Korea’s government announced last week to set the minimum wage per hour for 2020 at 8,590 won (7.32 USD), a hike of only 2.9%
on a year making it the lowest since 2010. In 2018 and 2019 the raise was at 16.4% and 10.9% respectively.
The announcement caused fierce criticism from the labor sector calling the government’s decision a “minimum wage debacle” and accusing
President Moon Jae-in of breaking his election promises. [Nikkei Asian Review] [South Korea Herald]
Moon apologized and expressed remorse for failing to fulfill his campaign pledge to raise the minimum wage to 10.000 won an hour by 2020.
[KBS]

South Korea: Anti-graft law expanded, anti- harassment in workplace law enacted

23 July 2019

(jd/dql) The South Korean government seeks to pass a bill that implements harsher punishments on lawmakers who enrich themselves through
making use of secrets while in office. If passed, any individual found guilty can be charged with seven years imprisonment or a fine of up to
60.000 USD.
This bill expands an earlier anti-bribery law passed in 2015, which imposed restrictions on the total amount in goods and services that public
servants, including journalists, teachers and government officials could accept, but did not cover legislators. [Bloomberg]
In another development, South Korea enacted last week a new law that punishes owners of companies that “unfairly demote or dismiss”
workers who report harassment in the workplace with imprisonment up three years or a maximum fine of 25.000 USD. [The Guardian]
Meanwhile, the Ministry of Labor announced a reform of the Labor Standards Act to criminalize workplace harassment. The move comes in
response to a report of the South Korean National Human Rights Commission according to which a large majority of employees face workplace
harassment, with about 60% of the victims never taking any action out of fear of possible disadvantages. [ Korea Herald]
23 July 2019

South Korea: Nationwide strikes after minimum wage hike slowdown
(dql) Last week, South Korea was hit by a number of strikes across the country, organized by the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions, one
of the country’s two biggest umbrella unions with more than one million members, to protest against key labor policies of the government,
with the failure to raise the minimum hourly wage to 8.50 USD in 2020 as promised by President Moon Jae-in at the center of the protesters’
discontent. [Korea Herald]
Earlier this month, the government announced to set the minimum wage per hour for 2020 at 8,590 won (7.32 USD), a hike of only 2.9% on a
year making it the lowest since 2010. [ AiR No. 29, July/2019, 3]
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06 August 2019

South Korea: Senior prosecutor resign en masse
(jd) Protesting against their demotion to unimportant posts in the frame of a reshuffle within the prosecution, dozens of prosecutors have
handed in their resignation. Among them are senior prosecutors who participated in investigations into members of President Moon’s
administration suspected of power abuse to execute a purge at public companies and institutions under the supervision of the Environment
Ministry and to fill vacancies with people close to the president. [JoongAng Ilbo]

13 August 2019

South Korea: Opposition party faces mass defection
(jd) Nine out of 14 lawmakers from the opposition Party for Democracy and Peace (PDP) have announced their defection, vowing to establish
a new party to challenge the two dominant parties, Liberal Korea Party and the ruling Democratic Party which they accused of pursuing only
their own party’s interests failing to address the people’s concerns.
The defection came after the party leader rejected a call for resignation and signals a major shift in the political landscape prior to next year’s
parliamentary elections. [Yonhap News Agency]

27 August 2019

South Korea: Opposition party stages anti-government rally
(dql) On Saturday, the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) staged rally to protest against President Moon Jae-in's policies and its
personnel management. Organizers claimed that the rally was joined by more than 100,000 people.
The protesters' discontent was particularly directed against Moon's nomination of a former senior presidential secretary for civil affairs as
justice minister, who is currently facing investigations over corruption allegations, as well as his decision to pull out of a military intelligencesharing deal with Japan (see below under 'International relations, geopolitics and security in Asia'). [Yonhap] [Korea Herald]

03 September 2019

South Korea: Main opposition party again takes to the streets
(dql) Following last weekend’s rally [AiR No. 35, August/2019], South Korea’s Liberty Korea Party continued its extra-parliamentary opposition
against the Moon administration as it held another mass protest in Seoul this weekend to demand Justice Minister nominee Cho Kuk to
withdraw, who is under heavy pressure over alleged privileges his daughter enjoyed in her college admissions process and his large investments
in a private equity fund. According to party estimates around 50.000 people joined the rally. [Korea Herald] [Korea Times]

South Korea: Moon appoints new justice minister amid fierce political opposition
(dql/jd) Defying fierce criticism by opposition parties, President Moon Jae-in has appointed Cho Kuk, a trusted aide of Moon for many years,
as new justice minister. Cho, until July a senior secretary to the President for Civil Affairs, is facing heavy political pressure over allegations of
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10 September 2019

nepotism and other unethical conduct including shady family investments and using connections to secure his daughter a prestigious internship
and to help her enroll in a top medical school.
Moon defended his move, widely expected to trigger a public and political backlash, by saying that he would set a “bad precedent” if he would
not appoint Cho in the face of unconfirmed suspicions of illicit acts. [Korea Herald] [Korea Times]

South Korea: Embattled justice minister holds first dialogue with prosecutors over reform of prosecution

24 September 2019

(dql) South Korea’s recently appointed justice minister Cho Kuk last Friday has kicked off his work on the controversial reform of the country’s
prosecution system with a closed-door meeting with more than three dozen of prosecutors and investigators. At the core of the controversy
of the reform lies the government’s goal to strengthen oversight over the prosecution. [ Yonhap]
Cho's appointment as justice minister by President Moon Jae-in two weeks ago has been heavily criticized by opposition parties and parts of
the public over his alleged involvement in an investment deal as well as in his wife’s forgery of a school award to help their daughter enroll in
a medical school. In the frame of those allegations Cho’s home was raided on Monday by the prosecution. [Korea Herald]
Earlier last week, students and alumni of country’s three most prestigious universities held candlelight vigils on their campuses last Thursday
night to express their protest against Cho’s appointment as justice minister. [Korea Bizwire]

South Korea: Academia urges reform of prosecution in support of embattled Justice Minister

01 October 2019

(dql) Embattled new Justice Minister Cho Kuk, who has been under heavy pressure over an ongoing investigation into nepotism involving
member of his family [AiR No. 39, September/2019, 4], has received support from the country’s academia for what is expected to be his signature
policy: the reform of the prosecution. Over 4,000 academics at a press conference last week have called for a speedy reform under Cho’s
leadership to prevent the institution from continuing “wielding an absolute power in our society”. [Hankyoreh]
In a related development, a mass gathering was arranged at the weekend in support of Cho’s reform. According to the organizers, more than
800.000 people joint the rally, while estimated 1000 people joined a protest demanding Cho’s resignation. [ Yonhap]
08 October 2019

South Korea: Political divide over embattled justice minister continues
(dql) The month-long spat over embattled Justice Minister Cho Kuk between the ruling Democratic Party (DP) and the main opposition Liberty
Korea Party (LKP) continued last week with unabated virulence. Following an LKP-staged rally on Thursday to press President Moon to sack the
Minister, attended by hundreds of thousand, LKP-supporters and critics of the President, a counter-rally in support of Cho took place on
Saturday.
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Cho was appointed last month as new Justice Minister amid fierce resistance from the main opposition party and other critics over corruption
allegations against his wife who was summoned and questioned by the prosecution last week.[ Yonhap] [Korea Herald] [Hankyoreh]
15 October 2019

South Korea: Justice Minister quits after only one month in office
(dql) South Korea’s Justice Minister Cho Kuk, appointed by President Moon only last month, resigned on Monday. His appointment came amid
a prosecution investigation into his family's financial investments and his children's' university admission and had fuelled massive public
discontent in recent weeks, with hundreds of thousands taking to the streets demanding him stepping down. [Channel News Asia] [No. 41,
October/2019, 2]

Cho was appointed by Moon with a particular assignment to carry out the reform of the country’s prosecution which has been criticized for
concentrating too much power as it is exclusively authorized to indict and seek warrants for criminal suspects and control police investigative
activities, as well as to launch criminal investigations even when no complaint has been made. [Aljazeera]
Following Cho’s resignation, the main opposition Liberty Korea Party announced that it will remain opposed the government’s plan to create
a separate agency for investigating crimes by senior government officials. The ruling Democratic Party considers this agency as the core of the
prosecution reform. [Korea Herald 1]
In a latest development, Moon’s cabinet on Tuesday approved partial restructuring of the prosecutors’ office proposed as part of prosecutorial
reform plans announced hours earlier. The restructuring involves the shutdown of four of the seven special investigation divisions at district
prosecutors’ offices while the remaining three will be renamed anti-corruption investigation divisions.
The special investigation division, first established in January 1973 and charged with dealing with high-profile cases including those involving
major political and corporate figures, had become the embodiment of the prosecution’s power. [ Korea Herald 2]

South Korea: Clash between political parties over prosecution reform goes on despite of resignation of Justice Minister
(dql) Last week AiR reported on the resignation of Justice Minister Cho Kuk amid escalating controversies surrounding his family. In the latest
development of these controversies the prosecution has requested an arrest warrant for his wife on various charges of document forgery,
embezzlement and violations of the capital market law. [AiR No. 42, October/2019, 3] [Alzajeera]
However, the quarrel between the ruling Democratic Party (DP) and the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) over the reform of the
country’s prosecution continues unabated, with both sides staging rallies and counter-rallies. While supporters of Cho staged its 10th rally on
Saturday to demand the abolishment of the LKP and the speedy implementation of reform of the prosecution, the LKP held a rally on the same
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day to express its rejection of the reform as it is currently proposed by the government with the establishment of a new agency to probe public
officials as core part of the reform. [Hankyoreh] [Korea Herald]
29 October 2019

South Korea: Rallies continue in Seoul over reform of prosecution
(dql) The reform of the prosecution in South Korea continues to divide the country’s society. [AiR No. 43, October/2019, 4]
While a large group of liberal protesters staged a rally on Saturday in support of the reform, containing as most controversial part the creation
of an independent body to investigate corruption allegations involving senior government officials, conservatives took to streets to protest the
proposed anti-corruption investigation body. Leaders of the main opposition Liberty Korea Party joined a rally on Friday demanding the
withdrawal of the reform bill on the independent corruption investigation body and the resignation of President Moon Jae-in, among others.
[Korea Times]
At the center of the controversy are diverging perceptions of the proposed independent agency. On the one hand, liberals press for this agency,
to be headed by a Cabinet minister, to crackdown on the exclusive power of prosecutors to investigate and indict people accused of
wrongdoing without any other government agency able can check their power. Meanwhile, conservatives question the unchecked powers of
the new body and the power to demand the police or prosecution to hand over even an open case. [Korea Herald]

29 October 2019

Taiwan set to buy US F-16 fighter jets for 8 billion USD
(dql) Taiwan's parliament passed a bill to the purchase of F-16 fighter jets from the United States and to create a special budget of 8 billion
USD. It would be the first purchase of US combat planes in 27 years. [Focus Taiwan]

05 October 2019

South Korea: Bill on combatting child pornography tabled
(ls) According to a draft bill, South Korea is moving to clarify its definition of child pornography and increase sentences for people convicted of
owning such imagery following a global investigation into a South Korea-based dark website. The new bill calls for the penalties to be raised to
up to three years in prison or 30 million won ($25,740) in fines, while defining child pornography as “abuse”. [ Al Jazeera]

12 November 2019

South Korea to abolish elite high schools in 2025
(dql) In a drastic move aimed to reduce educational disparity and improve fairness in the country’s school system, South Korea’s Ministry
announced that by 2025 elite high schools will be abolished and transformed into regular high schools. The Ministry’s decision is a response
to longstanding criticism that elite schools significantly contribute to the widening disparity in education between wealthy and poor families.
[Yonhap]
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In a related development, the Ministry also announced a crackdown on alleged irregularities in the private education sector such as high-priced
consulting services tailored for college admission. The Ministry said that 258 private education institutes will be inspected nationwide. [Korea
Herald]
26 November 2019

South Korea: President Moon faces hunger strike of opposition leader
(dql) To protest against President Moon Jae-in’s foreign and domestic policies, the leader of the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP)
Hwang Kyo-ahn has been on hunger strike since last week and vowed this week to continue it.
Main targets of Hwang’s protest are fast-tracked bills on the reform of the prosecution and the electoral system which the ruling Democratic
Party is resolved to pass while the LKP strongly objects them. [Korea Herald]

03 December 2019

South Korea: Filibuster threat paralyzes parliament
(dql) South Korea’s main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) is playing legislative hardball in their attempt to stop contentious bills pending
in the parliament. Last week it announced to make use of filibuster on 199 bills which had been scheduled to be voted on last Friday, including
those on the electoral reform bill and the bill on the set up of a independent agency to investigate corruption cases involving high ranking
officials which the LKP fiercely rejects. Due to the filibuster threat Friday’s plenary session was suspended leaving the 199 bills pending.
The DP, accusing the LKP of an “anti-democratic and treacherous act”, announced that it would take “strong, emergency action” and seek
cooperation with four minor parties. [Yonhap] [Korea Times]

10 December 2019

South Korea: National Assembly operations normalized
(dql) The ruling Democratic Party and main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) have reached an agreement to normalize parliamentary
operations after they had been paralyzed by the LKP’s threat to stage a filibuster to prevent the vote on fast-tracked bills on electoral and
prosecutorial reforms which the party strongly rejects. [No. 49, December/2019, 1]
While the LKP has dropped its filibuster plans, the DP agreed to postpone voting on the mentioned controversial bills. [Yonhap]
Meanwhile, last week the prosecution raided a division of the presidential office in the frame of its investigation of an alleged cover-up of an
inspection into an ex-vice mayor who is accused of bribery. The DP condemned the raid as abuse of power and a move to resist the reform of
the prosecution while suspecting collusion between the LKP and the prosecution. [Korea Times] [Korea Herald]
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South Korea: Parliamentary impasse over controversial electoral bill broken?

24 December 2019

(dql) It looks like South Korea’s lawmakers have been able to overcome the impasse regarding the contentious parliamentary electoral reform
bill that has been paralyzing the parliament’s work throughout the past weeks.
On Monday, the ruling Democratic Party (DP) reached an agreement with three minor parties and a group of lawmakers on a final version of
the electoral reform bill which would shift the country’s current single-member district system to a mixed-member proportional with 253 of
the 300 parliamentary seats being directly elected seats and 47 proportional representation seats. Following the agreement the bill was
introduced to the parliament to be vote on Monday late night. However, the main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) stage a filibuster to
block the vote. [Korea Times]
In a latest development LKP, which called the agreement a “political collusion”, announced its plan to set up a new affiliated party that only
seeks proportional representation seats. At the same time the party continues its filibuster to block the vote until Wednesday when the current
extra parliamentary session will end. The DP earlier requested the opening of a new extra session for Thursday. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Contentious bills to reform prosecutorial and electoral system approved

31 December 2019

(dql) South Korea’s parliament passed a contentious bill to reform the country’s prosecution and to launch a special investigative body charged
with investigating corruption cases involving high-ranking officials and their family members. The main opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP)
fiercely objected the bill, with their lawmakers walking out of the plenary session in protest to abstain from voting. [Korea Herald]
In an earlier development, the equally controversial bill on the reform of the parliamentary electoral system, which introduces a new
proportional representation system and lowers the voting age from 19 to 18, was passed last week, again with the LKP again heavily protesting
the vote. [Korea Times]
The fierce clash over both bills, in particular between the ruling Democratic Party and the LKP, had seen mass rallies, hunger strikes and
filibusters staged, disrupting and partly even paralyzing operations of the National Assembly for months.

South Korea: Conscientious objection to military service improved but still stigmatized
(dql) Also last week, the parliament amended the country’s Military Service Act allowing conscientious objectors to avoid criminalization and
imprisonment for 18 months. Those refusing military service are, however, required to fulfill 36 months of alternative service at prisons or
other correctional facilities. [Yonhap]
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Amnesty International, while acknowledging a positive signal, criticized the alternative service at prisons or other correctional facilities as
rather an “alternative punishment”, arguing that conscientious objectors will continue to be stigmatized in society “as having been sent to jail”
and their ability to access employment afterwards expected to be compromised. [Amnesty International]
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19. Sri Lanka
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Sri Lanka: No snap elections after restoration of government

01 January 2019

(ls) Sri Lanka’s ruling United National Party (UNP) announced that it has no intention to go for an early general election, ending weeks of
speculation that the government may dissolve parliament before the end of its term. The decision is contrary to the expectations of Mahinda
Rajapaksa’s new political party Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP), which won over 70 per cent of the 300 plus local councils in February,
triumphing over both major parties of President Sirisena’s Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) and the UNP of prime minister Ranil Wickremesinghe.
[Indian Express]
Sri Lanka faced a major constitutional and political crisis which lasted over 50 days after Sirisena took a controversial decision of sacking
Wickremesinghe as prime minister to replace him with Rajapaksa in late October. The Supreme Court said that Sirisena’s subsequent action to
dismiss parliament and set a fresh parliamentary poll for January 5 was illegal. He was then forced to restore Wickremesinghe in office as
Rajapaksa was not able to prove his majority in parliament.
Anubhav Gupta looks back and asks whether local politics or geopolitical rivalries were behind the crisis. [ WPR]
16 January 2019

Sri Lanka to include law into school curriculum
(ls) The Sri Lankan government has decided to include law as a subject into the school curriculum. It has been planned to educate students on
law under the citizenship studies subject from grade 6 to the Ordinary Level. Laws which pertain to road safety, child protection, fundamental
rights, environmental protection laws, and public property laws will be included in the syllabus. [Newsfirst]

Sri Lanka on path to executing death penalty for drug traffickers on death row
(jk) Sri Lanka doubled down on bringing back capital punishment as Sri Lanka looks to execute sentenced drug traffickers already on death row.
[NewsFirst] The Justice and Prison Reforms Ministry has adopted a process it to implement the death penalty and therefore ending a 43-year
moratorium on executions. President Sirisena visited the Philippines earlier in January and has said that President Duterte’s approach to drug
crime is an example to the world. [SCMP]
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12 February 2019

Update: End of death penalty moratorium in Sri Lanka within months
(ls) As AiR reported last week, Sri Lanka is likely to resume executions of death penalty inmates. Now, President Maithripala Sirisena announced
that the country will begin hanging convicted drug dealers within the next months, ending a 43-year moratorium. Around 20 people with
convictions related to drugs appear to be in line for execution with eight of those cases under appeal. "I hope to carry out the first hanging
within a month or two," he said. "I appeal to human rights organisations not to try to pressure us on this decision." Sirisena, who lost public
support in last year’s constitutional crisis, is facing a re-election battle in 2020. He previously said he was inspired by Philippine President
Duterte’s “war on drugs”. [The Guardian]
Sri Lanka's Justice Minister Thalatha Athukorale said administrative procedures for the execution of five drug convicts had been completed
and Sirisena now only had to sign the death warrants. But officials said that authorities were still trying to fill a vacancy for a hangman, despite
placing advertisements for the position last year offering a salary of 35,000 rupees ($200) a month. [ Al Jazeera]

Sri Lanka: International Monetary Fund revives and extends Sri Lanka bailout

05 March 2019

(jk) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has agreed to re-activate a three-year loan worth US$1.5bn, as well as extending it by one year to
mid-2020. An installment of the fund had not been released back in October 2018 due to the political and constitutional crisis that unfolded
then and the bail-out was put on hold. Sri Lanka faces tough financial challenges, owing several creditors at an economically difficult time.
[Financial Times / Channel News Asia] Its move to give away a strategically important harbour to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) on a 99-year
lease made headlines last year and became a poster-child for the PRC’s “debt-trap diplomacy”
12 March 2019

Sri Lanka: No intention to investigate war crimes
(ls) Sri Lanka's president Maithripala Sirisena put into doubt pledges his country had made to the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC)
to investigate war-time atrocities, saying he did not want to "re-open old wounds". He said he will formally ask the United Nations rights body
to reconsider a 2015 resolution which called for credible investigations into alleged atrocities. A previous deadline ended without any progress
in bringing war criminals to justice. Although the UNHRC can pass resolutions, it has no mandate to implement resolutions or impose sanctions.
[Channel News Asia]
Earlier this year, Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe presented to cabinet a memorandum to establish a Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, similar to what was established in post-apartheid South Africa. There was, however, no mention of any probe into alleged war
crimes. Sri Lankan government troops were accused of killing at least 40,000 ethnic Tamil civilians in the final months of the island's 37-year
guerrilla war that ended in May 2009. [Asia Times]
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In a separate development, the United Kingdom Supreme Court, in a landmark decision, overturned a lower court’s finding that an asylum
seeker from Sri Lanka organized his own torture to strengthen his claim to stay in Britain. It is expected to make it harder for authorities to say
that accounts of torture are not credible where there is strong medical evidence to the contrary. [The Guardian]

Sri Lanka: Opposition leader Rajapaksa warns government not to “betray” Sri Lanka at the UN

19 March 2019

(jk) Opposition leader Mahinda Rajapaksa stated that the UN Human Rights Commissioner’s latest report on Sri Lanka begs the question
whether Sri Lanka remains a sovereign nation and he criticized the government’s intention to co-sponsor another resolution against Sri Lanka
at the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC). According to Rajapaksa, the government has announced that they will again co-sponsor a resolution
re-affirming previous resolutions which “committed the government to among other things, setting up a hybrid war crimes court with the
participation of foreign judges, prosecutors and investigators and to removing by administrative means, individuals in the armed forces
suspected of human rights violations even if there is insufficient evidence to charge them in courts.” [Adaderana] He would like to see Sri Lanka
stop co-sponsoring resolutions against itself as it did in 2015, as well as rejecting allegations made in previous UNHRC reports. Last week
President Sirisena already questioned pledges his country had made to investigate war-time atrocities, saying he did not want to "re-open old
wounds". [AiR 2/3] The 40th session of the UNHRC is currently underway in Geneva and a report on Sri Lanka will be submitted later this week.
09 April 2019

Sri Lanka: The difficulties with finding and training hangmen
(ls) Two months after Sri Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena announced the country would end a 43-year moratorium on executions,
applicants for the position of hangman have been interviewed last week. However, as there were no professionals in the country, the preferred
candidates would have to be trained offshore. The country to provide the training has not yet been announced. The monthly pay for hangmen
would be at 36,310 rupees (US$200), above average for a government job. [South China Morning Post]
Amnesty International reiterated that executions will not end drug-related crime in Sri Lanka, saying that capital punishment has failed to act
as a unique deterrent to crime in other countries, could claim the lives of people who may have been convicted through unfair trials, and
disproportionately affect people from minority and less advantaged socio-economic backgrounds. [Amnesty]

Sri Lanka: Former defense secretary and possible presidential candidate faces charges in the U.S. over alleged war crimes
(zf) Gotabaya Rajapaka, Sri Lanka’s former defense secretary and potential future presidential candidate, is facing several federal U.S. lawsuits
over alleged war crimes during Sri Lanka’s decades-long civil war that ended in 2009. Although Mr. Rajapaka holds dual U.S.-Sri Lankan
citizenship, he plans to renounce his U.S. passport. It is unclear whether the renouncement was initiated as a reaction to the legal action taken
against him or for domestic political reasons.
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He is facing two separate lawsuits in the U.S. The first involves accusations of complicity in torture regimes during the war, and the second
deals with the death of a journalist. Rajapaka denies both charges and claims they are politically motivated. He is the brother of former Prime
Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa, the leader who oversaw the transition from nearly 26 years of intermittent civil war. As the fighting wound down,
both men publically rejected calls for an international investigation into alleged crimes during the war. [ Reuters] [Wall Street Journal]
23 April 2019

Sri Lanka: Suicide bomb attacks kill hundreds in churches and hotels
(ls) Coordinated Easter Sunday suicide bombings at churches and hotels in Sri Lanka cost the lives of 290 people. About 500 were wounded.
Four bombs went off at about the same time, with two others coming within 20 minutes. Overall eight explosions took place in Colombo,
Negombo and Batticaloa. A ninth explosion went off on Monday. The government blamed National Thowheeth Jama’ath, a domestic radical
Islamist group, for the attacks. [Reuters]
Ten days before the bombings, a high-ranking Sri Lankan police official warned the security services that this radical Islamist group was planning
suicide attacks against churches, citing foreign intelligence, but no action was taken against the group. Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe
said on Sunday that neither he nor his cabinet ministers had been informed of the warning. This might highlight the power struggle between
him and President Maithripala Sirisena, who is also the defense minister. [New York Times 1]
The National Shoora Council, a group of 18 Muslim organizations expressed condolences and said the government must not “leave any stone
unturned in its efforts to apprehend the culprits whoever they may be and to whatever part of the populace they may belong to”. High-ranking
Muslim theologians met the Archbishop of Colombo, Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith, and demanded “maximum punishment”. [ Straits Times]
Sri Lanka is predominantly Buddhist, with significant Hindu, Muslim and Christian minorities. From 1983 to 2009, separatists from the Tamil
ethnic group, which is mostly Hindu, fought a civil war against the government, dominated by the Sinhalese ethnic majority, most of whom
are Buddhist. The New York Times has gathered information about the country’s violent past. [ New York Times 2]
Across South Asia, religious and ethnic identities have hardened and divisions deepened in recent years. Pakistan and Afghanistan continue to
struggle with extremism and terrorism. Buddhist-majority Myanmar was the place of the persecution and expulsion of its Muslim Rohingya
minority. Violence in Kashmir has flared up again, and the Indian election is being fought on the basis of religion, security and identity.
[Bloomberg]
The attack is also likely a huge setback for the tourism industry, an economic bright spot for the country’s economy, which has struggled to
regain growth following the civil conflict that ended in 2009. Visitor arrivals have increased more than five times since the war ended. [South
China Morning Post]
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Sri Lanka bombings updates
(jk) While Sri Lanka is trying to get to terms with consequences of the serious attacks last week, the number of victims has been revised down
due to some double counting and ensuing chaos after the bomb attacks to 253. [ Al Jazeera] Yet, it remains the deadliest attack on Sri Lankan
soil since the end of the civil war which is approaching its 10th anniversary in May. The attack was carried out by nine suicide bombers, two of
which were children of a millionaire merchant. In fact, several of the bombers had studied abroad and were at least reasonably well off, which
challenges a common narrative that terrorism is more often than not a response to poverty, economic hardship and a response to a lack of
alternatives.
ISIS has claimed responsibility for the attacks but there are also clear signs of an intelligence failure enabling the attacks, which led to the
resignation of a top Ministry of Defence official [SCMP 1], but also initiated a wider discussion on whether the failure was related to the recent
constitutional crisis and if there are lingering difficulties between the country’s President and Prime Minister affecting national security. [SCMP
2] Another top official, the police chief of Sri Lanka, has refused to step down despite President Sirisena already naming his successor. [Straits
Times]
With elections coming up at the end of the year, the domestic political situation plays an important role in the bombing’s aftermath. Rajapaksa
(and some family members) in particular have a reputation as strong leaders who helped bring about a bloody end of the civil war and he may
try run on a platform of a need for a strong hand to ensure security for the country.
Investigations into the bombings are continuing and further arrests are being made. Since the bombing, other explosive devices have been
found and at least 15 people have died during one explosion in an alleged ISIS safe-house in one of a number of raids by security forces. [SCMP
3] The Catholic church has announced it will not hold Sunday masses until further notice and the President has banned covering one’s face,
including wearing burkas, which may conceal people's identities. [The Quint] The controversial social media ban that had been issued
immediately after the bombings took place seems not yet to have been lifted entirely, although some people have been able to access social
media via VPNs [Netblocks].

Sri Lanka: New evidence and controversial security responses following Easter attacks
(ls) As Sri Lankan investigators reveal details from the suicide blasts that killed more than 250 people in churches and hotels across the island
on Easter Sunday, more evidence, such as the explosive material used and the manner of acting, points to a role by the Islamic State in inspiring,
perhaps directing, the attacks and training some of the attackers. At the same time, the authorities believe that Inshaf and Ilham Ibrahim, sons
of one of Sri Lanka’s wealthiest spice traders, possibly financed the plot. According to a New York Times article, the Islamic State ideology’s
appeal to some of Sri Lanka’s richest families has been known for years. [New York Times]
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Meanwhile, Sri Lanka has expelled more than 600 foreign nationals, including around 200 Islamic clerics on visa overstay. Many of them appear
to have been from Bangladesh, India, the Maldives and Pakistan. Sri Lanka has imposed a state of emergency since the attacks and given wide
powers to troops and police to arrest and detain suspects for long periods. [Straits Times]
Sri Lanka’s president Sirisena has used his emergency powers to prohibit wearing any item that covers the face or conceals the identity,
referring to the move as a security measure. The order has been interpreted effectively as a ban of the black niqab veil. However, the measure
would not have stopped the suicide bombings, as all were carried out by men. The niqab, unlike the hijab, is a black veil made of thin fabric,
often with a small opening from which a woman’s eyes can peer out. Wearing the niqab has become more popular among conservative Muslim
women in Sri Lanka in recent years. [Washington Post]
The All Ceylon Jamiyyathul Ulama (ACJU), the organization of Muslim clerics in Sri Lanka, had earlier requested Muslim women not to hinder
the efforts of security forces who are responsible in maintaining national security, and urged women not wear the niqab. [ Gulf News]
Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith, the archbishop of Colombo ordered to keep churches and Catholic schools closed throughout Sri Lanka and to cancel
public congregations for Mass “until further notice”. He claimed to have received “foreign information” that further attempts would be made
to attack a church and another church institution. [South China Morning Post]
While most Sri Lankan residents are Buddhist, around 70 percent, Muslims make up about 10 percent of the 21 million population. Christians
and Hindus make up 7 and 13 percent of the population respectively.

Sri Lanka: First mass in Colombo since Easter bomb attacks but religious tensions continue

14 May 2019

(jk) After all regular services were cancelled across churches after the deadly suicide attacks over the Easter period for fear of renewed attacks,
a fist service in the capital was held this past weekend under a very tight security protocol. Churches outside of Colombo resumed services last
week, but only under very tight security measures. [Straits Times]
Religious tensions are palpable. Troops in the Catholic-majority town of Chilaw fired shots into the air and police imposed a curfew last
weekend after mobs attacked a mosque after "a resident misunderstood a Facebook post as a threat against Christians." People threw stones
at mosques and Muslim-owned stores and a man was reportedly beaten. As an immediate response, authorities are again temporarily blocking
social media networks and messaging apps like Facebook and WhatsApp. [NDTV]

Sri Lanka: Still no justice 10 years after end of civil war – New violence against Muslims
(ls) Sri Lanka marks 10 years since its bloody civil war came to an end in 2009 with the total defeat of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE). Since then, the Sri Lankan government pledged to provide justice for wartime abuses and to take other measures to promote respect
for human rights in a United Nations Human Rights Council resolution adopted in October 2015. However, Human Rights Watch has again
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pointed to the fact that most atrocities committed by both sides remained uninvestigated, resulting in a lack of accountability and the absence
of reparations for the victims. [Human Rights Watch]
At the same time, many ethnic Tamils are still searching for missing relatives and family members, particularly in Sri Lanka’s Northern Province.
Unresolved disappearances of thousands of people linked to the LTTE remain one of the main contentious issues. An Office on Missing Persons
was set up in September 2017 but has produced little results. [South China Morning Post]
Sri Lanka's President Maithripala Sirisena, however, marked the 10th anniversary by vowing to crush Islamist militants responsible for Easter
bombings that killed 258 people. He said Sri Lankan security forces and intelligence units could use their experience in defeating separatist
Tamil guerrillas a decade ago to meet the new challenge from religious extremists. The government has blamed a local extremist group for the
April 21 attacks against three churches and three luxury hotels. [Straits Times]
Meanwhile, mobs slashed to death a Sri Lankan Muslim man despite a nationwide curfew after anti-Muslim riots spread to three districts north
of the capital in a violent backlash against Easter suicide bombings. Police said there were sporadic incidents of mobs throwing stones and
torching shops, motorcycles and cars owned by Muslims. Internet service providers said they have been instructed by the telecommunications
regulator to block access to Facebook, WhatsApp, YouTube and Instagram. [The Hindu]
Authorities said that Buddhist groups were likely to blame for the riots. They arrested dozens of suspected rioters, including three described
as Sinhala Buddhist hardliners who had been investigated for similar actions in the central province of Kandy last year. Buddhist hardliners, led
by the Bodu Bala Sena (BBS) or "Buddhist Power Force" have stoked hostility against Muslims in recent years, saying Middle Eastern influence
had made the community more conservative and insular. [Al Jazeera]
28 May 2019

Sri Lanka: Nearly 100 alleged extremists detained
(jk) Amidst words by Sri Lankan President Sirisena to foreign diplomats that the current situation in Sri Lanka was "99%" secure", the military
deployed around 3.000 personnel for an operation that saw the detention of nearly 100 alleged extremists related to the Easter bombings
earlier this year. On Wednesday, Sirisena has extended the state of emergency that was put in place after the bombings by a further 30 days.
[All India Radio; Channel News Asia]

Sri Lanka: Muslim ministers resigned to protest the vulnerable state of Muslim minority against mob violence
(jk/jyk) The resignation of Sri Lanka’s Muslim government officials—nine ministers and two provincial governors—came amid the nation-wide
persecution of Muslim community following the Easter suicide bombings. The bombing has given rise to anti-Muslim sentiment in Sinhala
neighbours, where the mobs attacked and looted the Muslim community [Aljazeera 1], and the hard-line Buddhist monks demanded the
Muslim provincial governors and minister to resign. One cabinet member who resigned said Muslims had cooperated with security forces to
286

04 June 2019

arrest suspects, but the community faced collective victimisation. The resigned Muslim leaders said they will remain in the back of the
parliament for a month and accept police investigation to prove their non-involvement in any Muslim terrorist activities. [Aljazeera 2]
In the meantime, Sri Lanka's suspended police chief has petitioned the Supreme Court, accusing President Sirisena of failing to prevent the
attacks. Sirisena has suspended the police chief after he refused to take responsibility. He also says he met him and other top official less than
two weeks before the attack and no one had raised the possibility of imminent attacks. [Straits Times]

Sri Lanka: Stand-off between parliament and president over bombing investigation

11 June 2019

(ls) Sri Lanka’s president Maithripala Sirisena said he would not cooperate with a parliamentary investigation into security lapses before the
Easter suicide bombings and would not allow defence or police officials to testify before a select committee. In response, the speaker of the
parliament, Karu Jayasuriya, said that any public servant summoned by the committee was obliged to give evidence. The committee began its
publicly televised sittings since late last month. Evidence that has surfaced so far suggests that Sirisena failed to act on advance warning of the
attacks. On Saturday, Sirisena’s office fired his national intelligence chief who testified that the attacks against three churches and three luxury
hotels could have been avoided. [Bangkok Post]
11 June 2019

Sri Lanka to introduce anti-fake news legislation
(ls) Following a rise in online disinformation after the Easter suicide attacks, Sri Lanka's government will introduce five-year jail terms for those
caught spreading fake news and hate speech on social media. The cabinet of ministers approved a respective proposal. However, the text of
the respective provision has not yet been released. following the attacks on three churches and three hotels on April 21, a nine-day ban on
platforms including Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram and WhatsApp had been introduced. Sri Lanka also shut down Internet access in
March last year to prevent further violence during anti-Muslim riots. [Straits Times]

18 June 2019

Sri Lanka: Church re-opens for first service after bomb attack
(jk) While the investigations are ongoing, and are increasingly putting pressure on the President [The Print], people in Colombo have attended
the first service since the attacks at the newly renovated St Anthony's Church in the country's capital. [Al Jazeera Video]

Sri Lanka: President calls for constitutional roll-back and extends state of emergency
(ls) Following last year’s constitutional crisis, Sri Lanka’s president Maithripala Sirisena has called to revoke the constitution’s 19th amendment
which was introduced in 2015 and transferred some of the president's powers to the Prime Minister. It also meant a reduction of the powers
of the executive and gave greater authority to parliament. Moreover, the amendment tried to depoliticize the police, the public service, the
election commission and the judiciary and reintroduced term limits for the presidency. Sirisena said that the amendment "has triggered
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instability. There is no single leader." However, he does not have the necessary two-thirds majority in the current parliament to make the
change. [Straits Times 1] [Colombo Page]
Meanwhile, Sirisena extended the state of emergency invoked after the Easter Sunday bombings for another month. The move came as a
surprise he previously told foreign diplomats that the security situation was "99 per cent back to normal" and that the state of emergency
would end by 22 June. [Straits Times 2] [Government Gazette]
A former Secretary to the Ministry of Defense is facing possible criminal charges related to the Easter Sunday bombings. He is to be investigated
for his possible failure to prevent or minimize the attacks. Previously, President Sirisena also suspended the Sri Lankan police chief. As reported
earlier, Sirisena himself, who is also defense minister and law and order minister, also faces allegations that he could have prevented the
attacks. He objected to a parliamentary investigation into the attacks and ordered police not to co-operate. Nonetheless, the investigation is
going ahead. [Defense Post]
25 June 2019

Sri Lanka seeks $1 billion loan from AIIB
(ls) In order to develop its energy and highway sectors, Sri Lanka is seeking a loan of nearly $1 billion from the Chinese-lead Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB). This loan would come in addition to $1.2bn obtained from international agencies earlier this year. In 2017, the
government in Colombo leased a Chinese-built port at Hambantota to a Beijing company as the Sri Lankan side was unable to meet its
obligations under related loans. Official figures show that Sri Lanka will have to repay a record $5.9bn in foreign loans in 2019. [Dawn]

Sri Lanka's special board of inquiry finds 'major lapses' led to a failure to stop Easter bombings

02 July 2019

(jk) A special board of inquiry, set up by President Sirisena, has recommended to launch an investigation into the former Defence Secretary
over "major lapses" in failing to prevent the Easter bombings that killed over 250 people. Sirisena himself was heavily criticised for failing to
act on intelligence warning against the bombing prior to its occurrence, but he claims to have not been alerted to such warnings. He vowed to
take action against officials who failed to share it and set up the special board of inquiry as a consequence. [Al Jazeera]
09 July 2019

Sri Lanka: Supreme Court suspends executions
(ls) After Sri Lanka’s president Sirisena has signed four death sentences last month effectively ending a 43-year moratorium, the executions
have been suspended by the Supreme Court granting interim relief. Sirisena claims the new policy is in part inspired by the Philippines’ bloody
drug war. [Reuters]
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Prime Minister Wickremesinghe stated, however, that a majority of MPs were against resuming executions. The president defended his
decision in a telephone conversation with UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres by claiming the need to “save the country from drugs”. He
also accused the European Union critical of the policy change of interfering in internal affairs. [Straits Times]
In recent years, thousands of committees were formed in schools and villages to create awareness about drugs. These committees were vocal
in demanding the government to hang hardcore drug dealers. But Sirisena is also likely to eye his reelection: Prior to the Easter Day terror
attacks, his approval ratings were strong. He was expected to get votes from both liberal and conservative sections of the country. The attacks
marred this image. [DW]
16 July 2019

Sri Lanka: Political and religious aftershocks of the Easter attacks
(ls/jk) The Sri Lankan government defeated a no-confidence motion brought by an opposition party over what it called “criminal negligence”
in failing to prevent Easter Day bomb attacks on hotels and churches that killed more than 250 people. The defeat of the motion is likely to
strengthen Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe, who has been at odds with President Maithripala Sirisena since Sri Lanka’s constitutional
crisis last year. Their political differences widened following the attacks. [Reuters]
The head of the Buddhist nationalist group Bodu Bala Sena (BBS) has invited his followers and members of the group to meet and discuss
matters such as who they will be backing in presidential elections scheduled for December this year. [ Straits Times]
During the rally, he said his group should "aim to take democratic control of parliament to protect the community" and create a Sinhala
government themselves. Buddhist hardliners led by BBS have fuelled increasing hostility against Muslims in Sri Lanka, especially since the
Easter Bombings, saying they are influenced by the most conservative and radical Muslims of the Middle East. [ Adaderana]

Sri Lanka: President surprises with blaming Easter bombings on drug dealers
(ls) Since the day after the Easter bombings in Sri Lanka, the country’s government, police and also the President Maithripala Sirisena said that
local terrorists and international terror groups were responsible for the attacks. But in a statement issued by the presidential office last week,
Sirisena claimed the attacks “were the work of international drug dealers.” The statement continued, “drug barons carried out this attack to
discredit me and discourage my anti-narcotics drive.”
The statement, which has not been backed up with specific facts, appears like a defensive move as Sirisena has been blamed by many for
failing to respond effectively to multiple intelligence reports from India warning that jihadists were preparing to launch attacks. The president’s
fight against drugs is one of his signature policies, which led to the re-introduction of the death penalty earlier this year. [Asia Times]
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13 August 2019

Sri Lanka: Rajapaksa’s brother is running for president
(jk) Nandasena Gotabaya Rajapaksa was nominated as the opposition’s candidate for the presidential election to be held later this year. [News
First] He previously served as defence secretary when his brother was president and played an important role in ending the civil war with the
Tamil Tigers who fought for an independent Tamil state. With him, and others under his brother's leadership, there were often accusations of
deploying extra-legal measures during the civil war. While he is held in high regard by many Sinhalese, he is a much more controversial figure
among minorities, victims of human rights abuses and human rights defenders. [South China Morning Post]

20 August 2019

Sri Lanka: General accused of war abuses named army chief
(jk) Maj. Gen. Shavendra Silva was appointed as the new Commander of the Sri Lanka Army this week. Human Rights Groups accuse him of
grave human rights abuses during Sri Lanka's civil that ended in 2009. [ NewsFirst] [Star Tribune]

Sri Lanka: Changes to the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act, allowing female Islamic judges

27 August 2019

(ls) Sri Lanka’s Cabinet of Ministers has approved a proposal to amend the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act. According to the draft
amendment, the age of marriage for both the bride and the groom should be 18 years. Furthermore, the bride should sign the Register of
Marriage as a sign of her consent. The required qualification for a ‘Kadi’, an Islamic judge to Attorney-at-Law, will be raised. Moreover, the
amended law would allow female Kadis, women who will adjudicate family law of Muslims. [Colombo Page]

Sri Lanka: End of emergency rule as investigations into failure to prevent Easter bombings continue

27 August 2019

(ls) Sri Lanka has officially ended four months of emergency rule imposed after the Easter Sunday suicide attacks that killed more than 260
people. The emergency laws gave the military and police sweeping powers to arrest and detain suspects without court orders. Curfews and
social media blackouts were ordered and implemented as well. Critics say it has been used to unfairly target Muslim citizens. Sri Lankan
authorities are confident that all those directly responsible for the suicide bombings have either been killed or arrested. Nonetheless, a
parliamentary committee is investigating the government’s failure to act on intelligence shared by foreign services. [ Al Jazeera]
03 September 2019

Sri Lanka: Uncertainty over niqab ban
(ls) After the state of emergency was lifted last week in Sri Lanka, there is growing confusion over the legality of the niqab, the Muslim face
veil, as several women were briefly detained for questioning. Whereas community leaders maintain that the prohibition, which was part of
the emergency decree, is no longer valid, no official position was given so far. The emergency regulation, issued eight days after the Easter
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Sunday bombings, stated: “No person shall wear in any public place any garment or such other material concealing the full face which will in
any manner cause any hindrance to the identification of a person”. [Sunday Times]

Sri Lanka: Constitutional Court does not drop corruption charges against Gotabaya Rajapaksa

17 September 2019

(jk) Sri Lanka’s constitutional court rejected an appeal last week by Gotabaya Rajapaksa to dismiss corruption charges against him. Rajapaksa,
brother of the former President, is by many seen as the most likely frontrunner in the upcoming presidential elections. Should he be found
guilty of the charges however it is possible that he might not be allowed to run. [Colombo Page]
24 September 2019

Sri Lanka: New investigation into Easter bombings
(ls) After allegations that current probes are not independent, a fresh inquiry into the Easter suicide bombings that hit Sri Lanka and killed at
least 258 people was ordered by President Maithripala Sirisena. While the newly launched inquiry is being carried out by a cross-section of
Members of Parliament, many opposition members are boycotting it. They say the commission is being used by political parties to deflect any
responsibility for failing to stop the attacks. In the aftermath of the attacks, the government blamed a local militant group, the National
Thowheeth Jama'ath (NTJ) while the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria militant group also claimed responsibility. [ Straits Times]

Sri Lanka: Presidential candidate Rajapaksa vows to forge closer ties with China

24 September 2019

(ls) Sri Lankan presidential nominee Gotabaya Rajapaksa would restore relations with China, the country’s top lender, if he wins the November
16 election. Opposition politician Rajapaksa, who is the brother of former president Mahinda Rajapaksa, is widely seen as the frontrunner in
November’s election due to his popularity among Sri Lanka’s Sinhala Buddhist majority for his role in ending a 26-year civil war in 2009. Prime
Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe’s ruling United National Party (UNP) will name its candidate this week. Ties between Colombo and Beijing
soured when current president Sirisena, upon his election in 2015, suspended all Chinese investment projects, citing allegations of corruption,
overpricing and violation of government procedures. [Reuters] [Xinhua]

Sri Lanka: Presidential candidate Rajapaksa vows to forge closer ties with China
(ls) Sri Lankan presidential nominee Gotabaya Rajapaksa would restore relations with China, the country’s top lender, if he wins the November
16 election. Opposition politician Rajapaksa, who is the brother of former president Mahinda Rajapaksa, is widely seen as the frontrunner in
November’s election due to his popularity among Sri Lanka’s Sinhala Buddhist majority for his role in ending a 26-year civil war in 2009. Prime
Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe’s ruling United National Party (UNP) will name its candidate this week. Ties between Colombo and Beijing
soured when current president Sirisena, upon his election in 2015, suspended all Chinese investment projects, citing allegations of corruption,
overpricing and violation of government procedures. [Reuters] [Xinhua]
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24 September 2019

Sri Lanka: Sirisena not running for re-election as Rajapaksa’s qualification is affirmed

08 October 2019

(ls) Sri Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena has decided not to run in the country’s presidential election next month (16 November). He was
not listed on the candidate list. Last year, Sirisena dismissed Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe and replaced him with ex-President Mahinda
Rajapaksa, a former political rival. The Supreme Court, however, ruled against Sirisena’s action and reinstated Wickremesinghe. Sirisena also
faced criticism over the government’s handling of an intelligence report warning of the Easter Day bombings that killed 250 people. [Al Jazeera]
Meanwhile, the Sri Lankan Appeal Court dismissed a legal challenge to presidential candidate Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s qualification to run in the
election. The court ruled that Rajapaksa holds Sri Lankan citizenship and no additional U.S. citizenship. Sri Lanka does not allow dual citizens
or non-citizens to contest national elections. Rajapaksa is widely seen as the election frontrunner because of his popularity among majority
Sinhala Buddhists for his role in ending a 26-year civil war in 2009. [Reuters]
22 October 2019

Sri Lanka: Dark future for Sri Lanka's Democracy?
(jk) The presidential election next month may well return a member of the Rajapaksa family to the presidency. Some observers fear that should
this happen, Sri Lanka's democracy may not survive. It is feared that Gotabaya may repeat some of the patterns of his brother's reign, which
critical observers characterize by nepotism, human rights abuses, and a foreign policy oriented towards the People's Republic of China not
always strictly in the national interest. [Australian Strategic Policy Institute]
The orientation towards the PRC is something that the presidential candidate would "restore", according to one of his advisors. [Reuters]

05 November 2019

Sri Lanka: Analyses before the upcoming presidential election
(ls) In the lead-up to Sri Lanka’s presidential election on 16 November, Marwaan Macan-Markar analyzes Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s election
strategy and his family’s persistent influence in Sri Lankan politics. He argues that the Rajapaksas are set to fight this election on the populist
staples of security, ethnicity and religion, and that the vote could profoundly shape the direction of Sri Lanka’s politics, as the clan was working
to establish a political dynasty, threatening to unwind more than four years of democratic progress. [Nikkei Asian Review]
From a constitutional law perspective, Asanga Welikala predicts that the winning political bloc will summon up all political muscle, possibly
with little respect for the formal procedures set down in the Constitution. He argues that, while the Constitution now embodies an institutional
model of executive power-sharing, the winner-takes-all political culture may not yet be ready to embrace the implications of that framework.
[Sunday Observer]
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Meanwhile, Sri Lanka’s governing party presidential candidate, Sajith Premadasa, who is the main opponent of Rajapaksa, has also pledged to
refocus the country’s security policy and introduce tough laws to tackle religious extremism, illegal drugs and corruption. He also aims to
introduce new legislation to provide severe penalties for hate speech and misinformation. [Al Jazeera]
12 November 2019

Sri Lanka likely to have new PM after presidential elections
(jk) With presidential elections fast approaching, it now looks very likely that the country will also have a new PM after the elections coming
Saturday. Both leading candidates for the presidency, the opposition candidate Gotabhaya Rajapakse and PM Wickremesinghe's own party's
candidate Sajith Premadasa have now publicly stated that they would appoint a new PM in case they win the election. Wickremesinghe is the
leader of the United National Party, Sajith Premadasa's party, but his leadership is heavily contested. [ Asia Times]

19 November 2019

Sri Lanka: Rajapaksa wins presidential election
(ls) In Sri Lanka’s presidential election on Saturday, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, brother of former president Mahinda Rajapaksa, won 52.3 per cent
of the votes, while ruling alliance candidate Sajith Premadasa had 42 per cent at the final count. Gotabaya, who ran for the nationalist Sri Lanka
Podujana Peramuna party, secured his victory mainly by capturing votes in Sinhala-Buddhist southern provinces, while Premadasa had large
majorities in the Tamil-dominated north. [South China Morning Post]
The Rajapaksas thus return to power on the strategically located South Asian island after an interlude of nearly five years. Gotabaya was a key
figure during the nearly 10-year presidency of Mahinda, whose two terms were marked by his authoritarian grip. Observers consider that a
Gotabaya presidency is likely to become a Rajapaksa family affair and will bring Mahinda, who could not contest the 2019 election due to Sri
Lanka’s presidential term limits, back into the limelight. [Nikkei Asian Review]
It is expected that the Sri Lankan government will again tilt towards China, given the Rajapaksa’s past preferences as well as Gotabaya’s strained
relationship with the United States, which has often raised his role as defence secretary during the war against the LTTE in 2009 amidst
allegations of human rights violations. Sri Lanka’s debt situation will also likely mean a greater role for China, which is the island’s biggest
investor and creditor. [The Hindu]
Some analysts predict Gotabaya’s election may escalate ethnic tensions, while others hope he can deliver on his promises on security as Sri
Lanka still recovers from the Easter Sunday bombings by Islamic State militants earlier this year, which killed more than 250 people. [Daily FT]
Displaying the ethnic tensions, gunmen fired on buses carrying Muslim voters who were travelling to a neighboring district where they were
registered to vote in the north-west of the country. The incident came as police and troops were locked in a standoff in the Tamil-dominated
northern peninsula of Jaffna where residents complained about military roadblocks ahead of voting. [Straits Times]
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26 November 2019

Sri Lanka: Rajapaksa family widening its influence
(jk) After Gotabaya Rajapaksa's presidential election win just over a week ago in Sri Lanka [Asia in Review No. 47, November/2019, 3], he has
wasted no time to announce two major decisions.
First, he appointed his brother and former President Mahinda Rajapaksa as Prime Minister following the resignation of former PM Ranil
Wickremesinghe. Mahinda will now serve as the head of the new cabinet in addition to his portfolio as Finance Minister. To top it off, he is
only one of two Rajapaksa family members in the cabinet with another brother of the two Rajapaksas holding further two portfolios agriculture and irrigation, as well as trade.
Secondly, President Rajapaksa announced a snap election to be held in March 2020 which he hopes will give him a majority in parliament if he
can build on the momentum and success of the recent presidential polls. [Straits Times 1, Straits Times 2]
Additionally, as stated in the constitution, no court proceeding can take place against a ruling President. As a consequence, a court dropped
corruption charges against Gotabaya last week for which he was indicted at the end of last year. [Wion]

10 December 2019

Sri Lanka suspends Parliament ahead of early elections
(jk) President Rajapaksa, after announcing a snap election to be held in March next year which he hopes will give him a majority in parliament,
[Asia in Review, No. 48, November/2019, 4] has now suspended parliament and said the new session will commence in early January.
Reportedly, "the official announcement of calling a fresh session of the legislature will give the minority government of Mr Rajapaksa more
control over parliamentary oversight committees." [The Straits Times]

10 December 2019

Sri Lanka: Military officer appointed as new intelligence chief
(jk) Sri Lanka's State Intelligence Service (SIS), which has been heavily criticized after failing to prevent the Easter Bombings this year has a new
chief. For the first time, a military officer - Brigadier Suresh Sallay, the former director of the Military Intelligence - has been appointed.
The previous SIS leader was dismissed after he was asked to take responsibility for failing to pass on information that could have prevented
the Easter Bombings that killed over 250 people. He refused to step down and appealed to the Supreme Court over his "unfair dismissal".
[India Today]
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Sri Lanka: Rajapaksa retracts from Hambantota port renegotiation remarks
(jk) Against expectations that the newly elected Sri Lankan president Gotabaya Rajapaksa and his brother, Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa,
will establish closer relations with China, the new government announced early in December that it wants to renegotiate the previous regime’s
99-year lease of the strategically located port of Hambantota to China. [Asia in Review, No. 49, December/2019, 1]
Now, things seem to revert to the more expected path with President Rajapaksa stating that his government will not renegotiate the existing
agreement and the Chinese embassy immediately after releasing a statement saying that it appreciates the President’s clarification. [WION]
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20. Taiwan
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Taiwan: Ruling DPP elects new leader

09 January 2019

(dql) Taiwan’s ruling Democratic Progressive Party elected former cabinet secretary-general Cho Jung-tai as its a new chairman. Analysts view
his election as a victory for the moderate wing of the party with regards to cross-straits relations. He is expected to play an important role in
the re-election bid of President Tsai Ing-wen as she is facing challenges from radicals within the party who have persistently rejected closer
relations with China. The presidential election will be held in 2020.
The post was vacated after Tsai resigned in November as party leader after the party suffered a string of defeats in local elections. [Nikkei Asian
Review]
09 January 2019

Taiwan: Supreme Court orders retrial for former President Ma
(dql) Taiwan’s Supreme Court last week revoked the conviction of former President Ma Ying-jeou by the High Court, which in May found Ma
guilty of leaking classified information related to the investigation of an opposition lawmaker while the probe was in progress and sentenced
Ma to four months in prison for violating the Communication Security and Surveillance Act. The Supreme Court, arguing that the High Court
judges failed to clarify all facts, send the case back to the High Court for a retrial [Focus Taiwan]

16 January 2019

Taiwan: New cabinet sworn in
(dql) Following an en masse resignation of the previous cabinet under Premier Lai Ching-te last Friday to take political responsibility for the
major defeat of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) in November’s local elections against the leading opposition party Kuomintang
(KMT) [AiR 4/11/2018] , the new cabinet under the new Premier Su Tseng-chang was sworn in on Monday. [Focus Taiwan] Su was the chairman
of the DPP from 2012 to 2014 and served as Premier from 2006 to 2007 under former President Chen Shui-bian.
With most core ministers’ foreign affairs, national security, economy, and culture remaining in their posts and only a few new faces in the lineup of the cabinet, the reshuffle has been criticized by the KMT which demanded a major change in the cabinet’s personnel. [ Taiwan News]
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19 February 2019

Taiwan: Tsai Ing-wen to run for re-election
(dql) President Tsai Ing-wen announced in an interview with CNN that she will run for re-election as the island's leader in 2020. Tsai has come
under pressure and even faced demands of party members not to run for re-election, after her party, the ruling Democratic Progressive Party,
suffered a major defeat in the November local elections as a consequence of which she had to step down as party leader. [ CNN]

26 February 2019

Taiwan: Asia’s first same-sex marriage law proposed
(dql) In a historic move, Taiwan’s cabinet approved last week a draft bill on same-sex marriage, Asia’s first such bill, which the parliament is
expected to vote on in May.
The move is in line with a 2017 Constitutional Court ruling stating that the prohibition of same-sex marriage is unconstitutional and requesting
relevant authorities to amend or enactment of laws in accordance with the ruling within two years.
Conservative groups, which had prevailed in referendum in November in rejecting any amendments to the Civil Code to allow legalization of
gay unions, vowed to fight the bill. [Reuters]
Activists, too, expressed dissatisfaction as the draft law gives same-sex couples similar legal protections for marriage as heterosexuals,
marriage in civil law, however, would remain defined as between a man and woman. [Independent]

19 March 2019

Taiwan: Former Premier registers for DPP presidential primary
(dql) Former Premier Lai Ching-te, who resigned from his post in the wake of the major defeat of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party's
(DPP) in the local elections in November last year, registered Monday to seek the nomination of the DDP as its candidate in the 2020
presidential election, running against President Tsai Ing-wen who recently announced to run for president next year. Lai, former mayor of the
southern Taiwanese city of Tainan, is believed to receive strong support in southern Taiwan, a traditional DPP stronghold.
Countering questions whether his move would cause intra-party divisions, Lai argued that the DPP has a democratic primary process that will
not be divisive. He also stressed that his decision to compete in the primary was not based personal reasons, but on support from the party
members at grass-root level. [Focus Taiwan][Bloomberg]

26 March 2019

Taiwan: Bill for referendum on cross-strait agreements being finalized
(dql) A bill that would set high legislative thresholds for the passage of any potential political agreement with China and subject such a deal to
a national referendum is expected to be approved by the Cabinet on Thursday and given priority in the Legislature's current session. The
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decision was made during consultations on Monday between the executive and legislative branches on the legislation and Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP).
The Cabinet's push for a passage of the bill early this session is a response to an announcement of the Chairman of the Kuomintang (KMT) in
February on a possible peace treaty with Beijing in case the KMT wins the presidential election in January 2020.
Among other provisions, the legislation, which would amend the Act Governing Relations between the People of the Taiwan Area and the
Mainland Area, calls for a national referendum prior to the conclusion of any Cross-Strait political agreement. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Cabinet approves bill for referendum on cross-strait agreements

02 April 2019

(dql) Last week, the Cabinet approved a bill setting high legislative thresholds for the passage of any potential political agreement with China
and subjecting any such deals to a national referendum. The draft bill will be submitted to the Legislative Yuan for review during the current
legislative session.
According to Premier Su Tseng-chang, the push to get the amendment passed early this session is a response to Chinese President Xi Jinping's
proposal of the "one country, two systems" model for unification with Taiwan in his ‘Letter to the Taiwanese Compatriots’on January 2 [AiR
2/1/2019], which was followed by calls for negotiations with representatives of various sectors in Taiwan on the issue. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Mediation meeting to settle DDP presidential candidate question failed

09 April 2019

(dql) A mediation meeting between President Tsai Ing-wen and former Premier Lai Ching-te who both have announced to run for the
Democratic Progressive Party's presidential candidate at the party's primary later this month, ended inconclusive as Lai re-affirmed his
determination to challenge Tsai.
The meeting was arranged in reaction to Lai's unexpected challenge of Tsai which party leaders fear could split the party and lead to the party's
defeat in the presidential election in January 2020. [Focus Taiwan]
17 April 2019

Taiwan’s presidential election 2020: More pressure on President Tsai?
(dql) In a surprise announcement, Terry Gou, head of Foxconn – the world’s biggest electronics contract manufacturer and a key Apple supplier
– and Taiwan’s wealthiest man with a net worth of 7.4 billion USD, declared that he is considering to run for presidency in 2020 as a candidate
of the main opposition Kuomintang (KMT). [Taipei Times]
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Gou’s candidacy would increase the pressure President Tsai is facing in her bid for reelection as she is already challenged not only by proBeijing KMT aspirants, but, more seriously, from within her own independence-leaning Democratic Progressive Party by her one-time confidant
and former premier William Lai. [South China Morning Post] [AiR 3/3/2019]

Taiwan: KMT eyes waiver of party membership rules to pave way for the country’s wealthiest man’s presidential bid

23 April 2019

(dql) Widely expected, Foxconn billionaire chairman Terry Gou last week confirmed that he will seek the opposition Kuomintang’s (KMT)
nomination as the party's candidate in the 2020 presidential election in Taiwan. [South China Morning Post]
His announcement was welcomed by the party which is now considering waiving the four-month party membership as eligibility requirement
to the primary as Gou, who first became party member in 1970, had not maintained his membership after 2000. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Pro-independence activists to form new political party amid internal tensions within DDP over presidential candidate

30 April 2019

(dql) Adding pressure on the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DDP) in the presidential and legislative elections in January 2020, a group of
advocates of Taiwan’s independence announced that they will establish a new political party that will focus on Taiwan's sovereignty as its main
agenda and field candidates in the 2020 legislative elections. [Focus Taiwan 1]
Meanwhile, internal tensions within the DDP over the question who to nominate as presidential candidate intensifies and threatens the unity
of the party which is facing the unprecedented case of an incumbent president challenged as presidential candidate after former Premier Lai
Ching-te registered for DDP's primary to run against President Tsai. In move to buy time to mediate between Tsai and Lai, the party last week
postponed the primary, originally scheduled for April 24, to end of May, while a petition of a group of academics and civic groups urged
“President Tsai and former Premier Lai to work together” and to run on a joint ticket to counter an expected strong challenge from the
opposition Kuomintang (KMT). Lai, however, appears unwilling to bow to pressure to withdraw his bid for presidential nomination, insisting
that “anyone who thinks holding a primary will cause division in the party is wrong, and that the purpose of the primary is so the DPP can field
the strongest candidate in 2020.” [Focus Taiwan 2] [The News Lens]
07 May 2019

Taiwan: Cabinet oks whistle-blower protection bill
(dql) Last week, Taiwan’s cabinet approved a whistle-blower protection bill aimed at safeguarding the rights of employees who disclose
information about illegal activities or abuses of authority in a private or public entity, including malfeasance, corruption, money laundering,
human trafficking or other offenses. The draft prohibits employers to take retaliatory measures against the whistle-blower, including - among
others - firing, demotion, suspension or payment reduction.
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However, the bill states that whistle-blower will not enjoy protection if they directly refer the information to elected representatives, news
media or social welfare groups before reporting to their superiors, the police, prosecutors or a government agency or before a period of 30
days during which a report remains un-responded. [Focus Taiwan]
14 May 2019

Law reforms in Taiwan
(dql) Taiwan’s legislature last week passed amendments to two existing security-related laws aimed at bolstering the country’s safeguard
against China.
The first amendment to the Classified National Security Information Protection Act, which deals with safeguarding sensitive government
information from being leaked, extends a travel ban on former senior political and military officials from going to mainland China after they
retire, resign, or step down from their public posts from three years to six years. The amendment was criticized by the opposition Kuomintang
as politically motivated move targeting specifically its members. The party cited as example an official of the previous KMT administration of
Ma Ying-jeou whose three-year travel restriction was due to expire in two weeks. [Focus Taiwan]
The second amendment to the treason section of Taiwan’s Criminal Code widens the scope of treason under the criminal procedures law. The
section now covers collusion with China, Hong Kong and Macau, closing a loophole as prior to the amendment the criminal code defined
collusion as collaborating with an “enemy state” or “foreign state” which technically doesn’t include China since Taiwan’s Constitution doesn’t
define China as a foreign country. [Epoch Times]
In another move, Taiwan’s lawmakers also passed an amendment to the country’s criminal code according to which the penalties for child
abusers will be stiffened. Among others, the amendment stipulates life imprisonment or a sentence of over ten years in case where the abuse
results in the death of the child. So far, the criminal code punishes maltreating of a minor under the age of 16 or impairing the minor's mental
or physical health or health development with not more than five years in jail, without stipulating penalties for more serious offenses. [RTI]
Furthermore, two amendments to the criminal code passed the legislature’s third reading. One scrapped the 30-year statute of limitations on
crimes causing the death of the victims which now can be prosecuted indefinitely. Another amendment which passed the legislature’s third
reading increased the punishment for those causing physical harm to or impairing the health of others to a maximum sentence of five years or
a maximum fine of 12,820 USD, from the current maximum jail term of three years or fine of up to 26 USD. [Taiwan News]
On Friday this week will vote on the highly contentious legalisation of same-sex marriage. [Reuters]

21 May 2019

Taiwan: First Asian country with same-sex marriage law
(dql) Backed by the votes of the majority ruling Democratic Progressive Party, Taiwan’s legislature last Friday approved a bill legalizing samesex marriage, making Taiwan the first Asian country with a comprehensive law both allowing and laying out the terms of same-sex marriage.
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Registration of marriages of same-sex couples are set to begin on May 24, including those marriages between Taiwan nationals and partners
from one of 26 countries where gay marriage is legal.
The bill was ordered by Taiwan’s Constitutional Court which in May 2017 rule that the denial of marriage rights to same-sex couples was
unconstitutional and demanded a legislative remedy within two years.
With regards to President Tsai Ing-wen, who made a pledge on same-sex marriage in her campaign in 2016 and who celebrated the new law
as “big step towards true equality” making “Taiwan a better country”, observers have cautioned that might face a backlash of this victory in
her presidential race in 2020 given a referendum in November last year in which 67% had rejected same-sex marriage. [CNN] [Focus Taiwan]
[BBC]

Taiwan: Ruling and main opposition party finding their methods to elect presidential candidate

21 May 2019

(dql) In a far-reaching decision, Taiwan’s opposition Kuomintang (KMT) decided last week to switch from the format of a presidential primary
for the 2020 election to a single nationwide opinion poll, with the candidate to be named by late July.
Under new rules, approved the KMT Central Standing Committee last week, the nomination of the party’s presidential candidate will not be
decided by registered party members at a primary but will be based on the results of a public opinion poll which will be commissioned to five
different polling institutions, each with a sample size of not less than 3,000. The poll will be held from July 5-15. The candidate with the highest
average score will represent the party in the presidential race. [Focus Taiwan 1]
Meanwhile, the ruling Democratic Progressive Party is facing an internal feud over technicalities of its primary. While representatives of
incumbent President Tsai Ing-wen and her challenger former Premier William Lai agreed on televised debates and also on the inclusion of
mobile phone polling as part of the primary election, both sides failed to reach agreement on what percentage the mobile phone poll should
comprise in the national phone survey. While the Tsai camp proposed 80 percent of the phone survey should comprise mobile phones, but
said it would also accept the 50 percent proposed by the party’s Central Executive Committee, the Lai camp wanted 20 percent of the phone
survey to comprise mobile phones. [Focus Taiwan 2] [Taiwan News]
28 May 2019

Taiwan: DPP race for presidential candidate getting nasty
(dql) The race within the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) for the presidential candidate 2020 between President Tsai Ing-wen and
her contender, former Premier Lai Ching-te, is heating up with both sides accusing each other of lying. While Lai accused the Tsai election
campaign team of spreading lies by claiming he had told Tsai that he would not run for presidency, Tsai’s campaign manager accused Lai of
not telling the truth in this matter as well as of disrespecting the party’s internal democratic mechanisms after Lai demanded a clean primary
and sticking to the party's established procedures and rules of primary polling. Alluding to efforts on the side of the Tsai camp to change
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election rules at the primary, which the Lai camp views as foul play to favor Tsai, Lai said: "Anyone who wants to win must do so cleanly. If that
does not happen, I'm afraid there will be no way to unite the party, or heal the divisions in society.” Lai, however, also insisted that he would
not quit the DPP to run as an independent. [Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan News] [Taipei Times]
28 May 2019

Taiwan: First Same-Sex couples marry
(dql) In a historic first for Asia, last week on Friday a total of 526 same-sex couples registered for marriage, a week after Taiwan’s parliament
legalized same-sex marriage on 17 May.
Gender equality advocacy groups, however, cautioned that much work still lies ahead arguing that the new law doesn’t permit the adoption
of non-biological children by same-sex couples, and also doesn’t allow same-sex couples from marrying in Taiwan in cases where one party is
from a country in which gay marriage is illegal. [Taiwan News] [Quartz]

04 June 2019

Taiwan: Polling method at presidential primary of ruling DPP decided
(dql) After a weeks-long internal dispute within the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) over a change of the polling process to select
the presidential candidate at the party’s primary [AiR 3/5/2019], the DPP’s Central Executive Committee last week finally reached a decision,
according to which landline and cell phone samples will each make up 50-percent in the party’s presidential primary poll, scheduled for the
period between June 10-14. Earlier in March the DPP had decided that only landline phone calls would be used to count the nationwide poll
for its presidential primary. [Focus Taiwan]
William Lai, challenger of President Tsai Ing-wen, who had been rejecting a change of the polling method, expressed strong dissatisfaction with
the decision, saying that changing the rule in the middle of the game has not only damage the primary, but also the entire reputation of the
party, alluding to foul play in favor of President Tsai. [Taiwan News]

11 June 2019

Taiwan: Ruling DPP’s primary kicked off, KMT contenders announced
(dql) On Monday, the ruling Democratic Progressive Party’s nomination for the presidential election 2020 kicked off. Until Friday, public opinion
polls will be conducted to select the party’s candidate for the presidential election in January 2020.
On Saturday, Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen and her contender former Premier Lai Ching-te presented policies and visions for Taiwan under
their respective potential presidency at the sole televised debate prior to the primary. Key issues debated included the country’s economy,
social welfare, national sovereignty and cross-strait relations on which both contenders’ proposals resembled each other. In particular, with
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regards to the issue of Taiwan’s sovereignty both fiercely rejected the "one country, two systems" model, that Beijing is adhering to as
unification formula, and stressed that Taiwan's future should be decided by its people. [Focus Taiwan 1] [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, the main opposition Kuomintang (KMT) last week announced five contenders for the party’s presidential nominee, including
former New Taipei Mayor Eric Chu, former Taipei County Magistrate Chou Hsi-wei, National Taiwan University political science professor Chang
Ya-chung, billionaire Foxconn Chairman Terry Gou and Kaohsiung Mayor Han Kuo-yu.
With the latter’s campaign rally on Saturday attended by more than 150.000 supporters, observers believe the KMT’s race for the presidential
candidate to be a heated one, in particular between the outspoken Beijing-friendly Han and Gou, Taiwan’s wealthiest man, who has pledged
to balance Taiwan's relationship with both the United States and China.
The KMT’s public opinion polls to select the presidential candidate will be conducted nationwide from July 5-15, with the results to be released
July 16 and candidate announced on the following day. [Focus Taiwan 2][Taiwan News] [Straits Times]
11 June 2019

Taiwan: Freedom of press best in East Asia, Freedom House says
(dql) According to the Freedom House report “Freedom and the Media: A Downward Spiral” released last week, Taiwan has the highest level
of press freedom in East Asia receiving the best score of four, along with only 35 other countries among 195 assessed in the report. [Taipei
Times]
The report acknowledges in its key findings that “[f]reedom of the media has been deteriorating around the world over the past decade” and
that “[i]n some of the most influential democracies in the world, populist leaders have overseen concerted attempts to throttle the
independence of the media sector.” [Freedom House]

Taiwan: President Tsai wins DPP primary poll, KMT hopeful Han rejects “one country, two system” unification formula
(dql) President Tsai Ing-wen is the ruling Democratic Progressive Party’s candidate for the presidential race next year, defeating her contender
former Premier William Lai Ching-te in the party’s in a fiercely fought primary last week. [Taiwan News]
Meanwhile, the main opposition Kuomintang’s Kao-hsiung mayor Han Kuo-yu, likely to win the KMT's primary in July to become Tsai's
contender for presidency, is trying to disperse claims made by the DPP and other political opponents that he is too Beijing-friendly citing his
visits to Beijing's liaison offices in Hong Kong and Macau in March where he signed trade deals. In a latest rally last Saturday,
allegedly attended by more than 120.000 supporters, he asserted his resolute rejection of Beijing’s “one country, two system” unification
formula vowing that this formula “will never be carried out” if he was given the opportunity to lead Taiwan as president.” [Focus Taiwan]
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25 June 2019

Taiwan: Legislature passes controversial amendment to Referendum Act
(dql) Last week, Taiwan’s legislature passed with the majority of the votes of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) an amendment to
the Referendum Act which allows for national referendums only every two years on the fourth Saturday of August, starting in 2021. As a
consequence, future referendums will be separate from national elections which are held in even-numbered years, with the next ones in 2020.
[Focus Taiwan]
The move triggered an immediate backlash from civic groups and the main opposition Kuomintang (KTM) arguing that the separation of
referendums and presidential election will significantly lower the turnout in referendums. The KMT accused the DPP of “killing referendums
and deserting democracy” and announced to organize a rally scheduled for July 7. [Taipei Times] [Taiwan News]

25 June 2019

Taiwan: Sentences toughened for China spies
(dql) Last week, Taiwan's legislature passed an amendment to the National Security Act under which anyone providing assistance in the
development of espionage rings for Beijing will be punished with imprisonment for at least seven years and a fine of up to 3.2 million USD. The
punishments had previously been imprisonment for under five years and a fine less than 32.000 USD. [Taiwan News]

09 July 2019

Taiwan: Rally against referendum law revision
(dql) Tens of thousands took to the streets in Taipei on Sunday to protest against an amendment of the Referendum Act passed last week on
behalf of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). [AiR 4/6/2019]
The rally was organized by the opposition Kuomintang (KMT) which accuses the DPP of eroding voters’ rights with the amendment and to
misuse the revision as a strategy to win the 2020 presidential and general elections. [Focus Taiwan]
The amendment allows for national referendums to be held only every two years on the fourth Saturday of August, starting from 2021. As a
consequence, future referendums will be separate from national elections which are held in even-numbered years. The rally was staged ahead
of the KMT’s primaries to select the party’s candidate for the presidential race next year.

16 July 2019

Taiwan: KMT presidential candidate elected
(dql) Kaohsiung Mayor Han Kuo-yu is the opposition Kuomintang’s candidate in the 2020 presidential election in Taiwan after winning the
party’s primary against four other contenders.
Han, who last November unexpectedly won the mayoral race in Kaohsiung – a traditional stronghold of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP) where the party had been ruling for the past 20 years – is known for being in favor of closer relations with mainland China.
304

With this outcome of the KMT primary, the issue “China” will define the presidential campaign as his contender, President Tsai Ing-wen (DPP),
will run a resolute independence-leaning campaign. [Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan News]
For background information on Han’s career from a political nobody a few years ago to KMT’s presidential candidate see [South China Morning
Post].

Taiwan: Formosa Alliance forms political party to run in 2020 legislative, but not presidential election

23 July 2019

(dql) The pro-independence Formosa Alliance has formed a political party to run for seats in the legislative election next January. In a strategic
move against the opposition Kuomintang, the party will, however, not field a candidate for the presidential election to prevent a split among
pro-independence voters that could negatively impact President Tsai Ing-wen’s chances for reelection. [Focus Taiwan]
Established after a break from within the ruling Democratic Progressive Part the Formosa Alliance calls for the draft of a new constitution along
with the introduction of a new national anthem, the adoption of a new flag, and the normalization of diplomatic relations with other nations.

Taiwan: Bill encouraging employment of elderly workers approved by Cabinet

30 July 2019

(dql) In a move to boost inclusion of older workers in the workforce in a rapidly aging society, Taiwan’s Cabinet last week greenlighted a bill
which allow employers to offer working contracts to workers aged 65 and older, reforming existing regulations mandating retirement at the
age of 65. The bill, furthermore, contains measures to protect older workers including the prohibition of offering workers lower wages or firing
them based on their age, unemployment compensation and employment subsidies for older workers as well as rewards for employers who
retain their original employees after they turn 65 years old or hire elderly workers. [ Focus Taiwan]
06 August 2019

Taiwan: Ruling DDP under pressure by formation of new party
(dql) The mayor of Taipei announced that he will form a new political party under the name “Taiwanese People’s Party” to contend in the
legislative election in January 2020, claiming to offer voters an alternative to the two main political parties, the ruling Democratic Progressive
Party (DPP) and the opposition Kuomintang. After the establishment of the Formosa Alliance two weeks ago [AiR No. 30, July/2019], the
foundation the “Taiwanese People’s Party” is believed to further increase the pressure for the DPP to retain its currently 68-seat majority in
the 113-member legislature. [Taiwan Times] [South China Morning Post]
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Taiwan: New political party founded to run in the 2020 legislative election

13 August 2019

(dql) Last week, the Taiwan People's Party (TPP) was established, with the Taipei mayor who initiated the creation of the party elected its
founding chairman. According to him, the party seeks to change the political culture in Taiwan and offers an alternative political choice beside
the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) and the main opposition Kuomintang (KMT).
While the party will contest in the legislative election in January 2020, it has not yet decided whether or not to field a candidate for the
presidential election which will be held simultaneously with the parliamentary polls. [Focus Taiwan]
For a critical assessment of the new party’s chances in the election(s) see [Taipei Times].
20 August 2019

Taiwan: New pro-independence political party created
(dql) Following the establishment of two new political parties, the Formosa Alliance [AiR No. 30, July/2019] and the Taiwan People's Party [AiR
No. 33, August/2019] in recent weeks, a third new party has been launched in form of the Taiwan Action Party Alliance which, according to its
leaders, aims to make Taiwan a “normal, independent country” under a new name “Republic of Taiwan”. [Taipei Times]
While the party announced that it will not nominate a candidate for the 2020 presidential election, it will run in the legislative election rivaling
the ruling Democratic Progressive Party to win votes among Taiwan's independence-leaning electorate.

27 August 2019

Taiwan: 2018 pension reform laws partially unconstitutional
(dql) Taiwan's Constitutional Court last week ruled that parts of the reform of employee pension laws in 2018 are unconstitutional as they
violate the principle of equal rights.
The ruling applies to provisions stipulating that retired civil servants, military personnel and public-school teachers would be ineligible to
receive government pensions if they take jobs at private institutions, which normally offer higher wages than equivalent positions in the public
sector. [Taipei Times]

10 September 2019

Taiwan: Cabinet approves F-16 fighter jets budget bill
(dql) Last week, Taiwan's Cabinet passed a draft bill that paves the way for the purchase of a new fleet of advanced F-16 fighter jets from the
United States for 8.08 billion USD. The purchase aims to strengthen Taiwan's defense capabilities amid an increasingly assertive China. [Focus
Taiwan]
In an earlier move, the U.S. State Department approved in August the possible sale of F-16 jets to Taiwan. [AiR No. 34, August/2019]
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Taiwan: KMT presidential candidate Han recall petition hits first of three legal thresholds

15 October 2019

(dql) Main opposition Kuomingtang (KMT) presidential candidate Han Kuo-yu is facing political pressure after a petition to recall him as
Kaohsiung Mayor reached 300.000 signatures, surpassing the estimated legal threshold in the first of three stages of the recall process. [Focus
Taiwan]
The petition was launched in July by the local NGOS accusing Han of neglecting his duties as the city’s mayor while pursuing his ambition to
become Taiwan’s president in the upcoming presidential elections next January.
29 October 2019

Taiwan set to buy US F-16 fighter jets for 8 billion USD
(dql) Taiwan's parliament passed a bill to the purchase of F-16 fighter jets from the United States and to create a special budget of 8 billion
USD. It would be the first purchase of US combat planes in 27 years. [Focus Taiwan]

10 December 2019

Taiwan: Tsai likely to win presidential election
(dql) Four weeks ahead of the presidential election in Taiwan, incumbent Tsai Ing-wen is likely to win a second term according to latest polls
which see her enjoying a comfortable margin of 46% of the vote for her and 31% for main contender KaoHsiung mayor Han Kuo-yu from the
opposition Kuomintang.
Tsai, who around this time a year ago was heavily criticized and even faced calls for withdrawing from running for presidency within her own
Democratic Progressive Party after the crushing defeat in the local elections in 2018, was able to gain ground over the course of this year as
she managed to present herself as defender of Taiwan's democracy in the wake of China's assertive rhetoric on unification and the ongoing
Hong Kong protests. [South China Morning Post]

Taiwan: Ruling and main opposition clash over cross-strait policy TV election debate
(dql) Less than four weeks before the presidential and legislative elections in Taiwan on January 11, the ruling Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP) and the main opposition Kuomintang (KMT) expectedly clashed over cross-strait policy in the first of a series of televised debate on
Sunday in which representatives from eight political parties participated.
While both parties stressed their opposition to the ‘one country, two systems’ reunification framework proposed by China, the DPP assertively
insisted on Taiwan to be recognized by China as sovereign state before dialogue with China will be possible. The KTM, meanwhile, claimed that
only "1992 consensus" is the only basis for cross-strait interaction, highlighting that the KTM interprets the 1992 understanding between the
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17 December 2019

then-KMT government and the Chinese government as both sides of the Taiwan Strait acknowledging there is only "one China" with each free
to interpret what "China" means. [Focus Taiwan] [Taipei Times]
According to the latest opinion poll released by the Taipei-based Cross-Strait Policy Association this Tuesday President Tsai Ing-wen is very
likely to be re-elected as she received 56.5% support, giving her a comfortable margin of 38 percatage points against her main
contender, opposition Kuomintang (KMT) presidential hopeful Han Kuo-yu who garnered 18.1% support. [Taiwan News]
For an account of internal and external factors responsible for Tsai's strong position shortly before the election, including Xi Jinping's
reunification posture and rhetoric, the Hong Kong protests as well as the "difficulties and dilemmas besetting the KMT" see Yoshiyuki
Ogasawara in [The Diplomat].
17 December 2019

Taiwan: Law amendment passed to boost counterespionage
(dql) In a move to strengthen the country’s security against espionage and infiltration activities, Taiwan’s legislature last week passed an
amendment to the National Intelligence Service Act which increases jail terms for Taiwanese guilty of spying, removes the statute of limitations
on the prosecution of espionage and expands the scope of counterintelligence provisions now allowing intelligence agencies to operate not
only in national security and military areas but also foreign and cross-Taiwan Strait affairs, business, technology and public security. [ Focus
Taiwan]
The passage came a few days after a scam was uncovered involving the smuggling of over 5,000 Chinese nationals into Taiwan through fake
invitation documents. Among those Chinese nationals were high-ranking Chinese government officials of the United Front Work Department
of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. [Taiwan News]

24 December 2019

Taiwan: Pro- and anti-KMT presidential candidate rallies
(dql) Three weeks ahead of the presidential election in Taiwan, parallel rallies for and against Han Kuo-yu, the opposition Kuomintang’s
candidate, were staged at the past weekend in the southern city of Kaohsiung where Han has been elected mayor in November 2018.
While hundreds of thousands anti-Han protestors took to the streets to demand that he withdraws his candidacy or to step down as the city’s
mayor, an equally high number of demonstrators joined a parallel march to support him. [Deutsche Welle]
In a related development, leaders of ‘Wecare Kaohsiung’, the movement pushing for a recall of Han as city mayor, announced that their recall
petition has passed the threshold of the necessary 22.800 signatures in the first phase and announced to quickly follow up with the second
stage in which estimated 228,000 signatures would be needed before the Central Election Commission could hold a vote on recalling the
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Kaohsiung mayor. Han is accused of dereliction of duty towards the Kaohsiung local government as he is allegedly is preoccupied with his bid
for presidency. [Focus Taiwan]
31 December 2019

Taiwan: Anti-infiltration law against China passed
(dql) Less than two weeks ahead of the presidential and parliamentary elections in which the relations to China play a decisive role, Taiwan’s
legislature passed an anti-infiltration law to counter perceived threats from China.
The move concludes years-long efforts to combat what many in Taiwan view as Beijing’s efforts to influence politics and the democratic process
by means of illicit funding of politicians and media and other underhand methods. [Reuters 1]
In November, Taiwan’s ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) had initiated a renewed push for the legislation which proposes a maximum
penalty of seven years in prison for requesting and engaging with external “infiltration sources” to endanger Taiwan’s political system and its
democratic procedures. The main opposition party, the Kuomintang, has slammed the legislation as a politically motivated move of President
Tsai Ing-wen and the ruling Democratic Progressive Party to gain votes in the presidential and legislative elections. [ AiR No. 48, November/2019,
4] [Reuters 2]
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Coordinated bomb attacks in southern Thailand

01 January 2019

(jk) The latest attacks that happened last week were a series of seven separate attacks in three different districts of Narathiwat province in the
south of Thailand. The conflict between the mainly Malay-Muslim nationalist insurgents and the Thai military has been going on for at least
the past 14 years and despite less people killed in the clashes over the last year in comparison, an end of the conflict is not in sight. [The Nation]
The [Daily Beast] is publishing an interesting four-part story of a journalists’ experience travelling across the border from Malaysia to Thailand.

09 January 2019

Thai elections to be postponed again
(ls) The Thai parliamentary election will likely be delayed from 24 February 2019. Deputy Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-ngam announced that
this is necessary to avoid having poll-related activities overlapping with those of the coronation ceremony. Only shortly before the
announcement of the probable delay, the Election Commission had denied any election delay. Under the constitution, the general election
must be held within 150 days of the constitution’s organic law governing the election of MPs taking effect on 11 December last year, or by 9
May. [Bangkok Post 1] [The Nation]
Currently, 10 March 2019 appears to be a likely new date. The Election Commission appears to have proposed that date to the government. If
the cabinet agrees to the proposal, it must issue a royal decree calling the election by 25 January. [Bangkok Post 2]
Politicians of major political parties appeared not to disagree with the postponement. The Future Forward Party, however, said that there was
no reason to delay the election again. [Bangkok Post 3] Dozens of activists on Sunday protested against a possible delay, the first such gathering
since the military government lifted a ban on political activity imposed after the 2014 coup. [Reuters]
In a separate development, a historic monument commemorating Thailand’s transition to democracy has been removed in Bangkok. The
Constitution Defence Monument, located in the Laksi district, appeared to have made place for an ongoing high train construction. Whether
it will be restored is unclear. [The Nation]
Meanwhile, the House of Parliament building has shut down for good after 44 years as the seat of Thailand’s democracy. A new parliament
building is under construction several kilometers away. [Khaosod English] looks back at some historic moments of the site, which has witnessed
its share of passionate debates, fistfights and other particularities.
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Thailand’s fishing industry is no longer on European watch list for illegal practices

16 January 2019

(jk) The European Commission has taken Thailand off a list of warned countries and said it recognises its progress in dealing with illegal,
unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. It has therefore lifted the “yellow card” that was in place against Thailand since 2015 and Thailand
is no longer under the direct threat of facing an EU import ban on seafood and marine fisheries products. According to the [Bangkok Post], the
Thai government issued 138 laws and regulations to control IUU fishing.

Thailand: Election date likely to be either 10 or 24 March as public urge for timely election grows

23 January 2019

(ls) Thailand’s Election Commission (EC) has proposed to set 10 March as the new election date. However, the government prefers 24 March
instead. Though the EC is authorized by law to set the poll date, the government is responsible for announcing the election and submitting the
announcement for royal endorsement. If the poll is held on 24 March, the EC will have 47 days (instead of 60) to endorse at least 95% of the
poll results, reducing the time that the EC has to investigate election law violation cases. [Bangkok Post 1]
Rival groups held demonstrations in Bangkok on Saturday, with hundreds demanding quick elections to end military rule and a smaller group
saying it was too soon for a vote. The “People Who Want Elections” group organized a rally at Thammasat University’s Tha Phra Chan campus.
[Bangkok Post 2] [Reuters]
The South China Morning Post has consulted leading experts on Thai politics, including CPG Senior Research Fellow Paul Chambers, for a piece
on Pheu Thai’s chances in the election and the role of the Shinawatra family. Besides analyzing the party’s strategy, it holds that, with the new
constitutional rules, the party is unlikely to capture a majority of the 500 lower house seats, though it may get a significant share of the popular
vote. Such result would render it powerless to nominate a prime minister, as the new rules stipulate that the fully appointed senate will have
a vote in the decision. [South China Morning Post]
23 January 2019

Thailand: Two Buddhist monks shot dead in the deep south
(ls) On Friday, gunmen shot dead two Buddhist monks and injured two others in an attack at a temple in Narathiwat province in Thailand’s
mainly Muslim south. It was the first such killing of a Buddhist monk in the restive region in more than three years. A separatist insurgency has
dragged on for more than fifteen years. More than 6,900 people have been killed and 13,000 injured in the area since 2004 when violence
intensified. Analysts said the latest incident showed that the insurgent group Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN) retained significant military
capacity despite government efforts. [Reuters]
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Thailand’s Supreme Court ruled in favor of migrant workers in landmark case

23 January 2019

(cc) In a landmark case on Tuesday, the Supreme Court of Thailand ruled in favor of 14 Myanmar national migrant workers. The case goes back
to 2016 when the migrant workers complained to the National Human Rights Commission of Thailand of forced labor in a chicken farm.
According to the plaintiff, they were forced to work unpaid overtime, were paid less than the legal minimum wage and had their passports
confiscated. Their employer denied the charges and launched a lawsuit in defamation against them. The charges in the criminal defamation
case were dismissed in July 2018 by a Court in Bangkok, and after a 3 years legal battle the Supreme Court ruled in their favor, ordering 53,000
USD to be paid to the workers in compensation.
Thailand has often been criticized for its treatment of migrant workers, especially in the fishing industry and this case brings hope for better
protection of the millions of migrant workers currently living in the country. [The Irrawaddy] [Reuters]
23 January 2019

Thailand: Rahaf Mohammed case puts refugee policy in spotlight
(ls) Thailand’s newly appointed head of immigration, Surachate Hakparn has promised a reversal of the country’s harsh treatment of refugees
following the globally reported case of Rahaf Mohammed’s, a young Saudi woman who renounced Islam, attempted to seek asylum and has
eventually been accepted by Canada. Thailand, which is not a signatory to the UN convention on refugees, has frequently refused to recognize
and shelter asylum seekers and returned them to their countries of origin. Despite Surachate’s remarks, the case of a Bahraini refugee with
permanent residency and refugee status in Australia, who was taken into detention when he arrived in Bangkok for a holiday and faces
deportation back to Bahrain, may indicate that the swift action in Rahaf Mohammed’s case was due to international pressure. [The Guardian]
In relation to the Rahaf Mohammed case, it became also a question how Indonesia and Malaysia handle the matter of Muslims leaving their
faith. In Malaysia, besides the threat of prison, apostates face re-education in rehabilitation camps or whipping by state religious authorities.
In Indonesia, there are no direct legal consequences for leaving one’s faith and no explicit prohibitions against atheism. However, all
Indonesians are required to list one of the seven state-sanctioned religious categories on their national identity card. Moreover, non-believers
are frequently being charged with blasphemy, especially following a 2010 Constitutional Court ruling upholding Indonesia’s blasphemy law.
[South China Morning Post]

30 January 2019

Thailand: Election date set for 24 March 2019
(jk) The Election Commission of Thailand (ECT) has set and announced the date for the general elections for Sunday 24 March. The government
had previously stated it was waiting for a royal decree empowering the government to hold elections – the decree was issued last week, just
hours before the announcement. [Khaosod 1, Khaosod 2] The ECT will invite applications for MP candidates from 4-8 February and will
announce a list of candidates afterwards.
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As an immediate response to the announcement, a conservative group, the National Council's for People's Peaceful Revolution, has protested
at the ECT offices, wanting to cancel the elections as the country was “not ready”. On the other side, the People Calling for Election group has
said it will cancel a nationwide protest against election delay which was planned for 26 January. [Prachatai]
The ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights were among those welcoming the announcement, but urged, as Human Rights Watch had done
earlier [APHR, HRW], that the government allows for an environment more conducive to free and fair elections, including the end to all
restrictions on free speech. It should also be noted that this election will be held under a constitution and electoral laws that weaken bigger
parties in Thailand and the charter includes provisions that give the current government long-term influence over future governments.
Further, the ECT plays a crucial role, and going with the government’s suggestion to hold the polls on March 24, rather than any earlier, instils
little confidence in the ECT’s independence. It might find it truly difficult to adjudicate any possible electoral fraud and hold any by-elections
and announce the final results by May 9 in accordance with the constitution. [Bangkok Post] Another angle on the repeated election delays
and the somewhat bumpy ride of the government is provided by Nikkei Asian Review, citing sources that claim an apparent string of
miscommunications and lack of coordination between government and crown. [Nikkei Asian Review]
The people of Thailand, at least according to a recent National Institute of Development Administration (Nida) Poll, are looking forward to
casting their vote in general but remain highly sceptical of the fairness and freedom in this election. Only about 19% of the respondents expect
the election to be fraud-free. [Bangkok Post 2] The ECT has furthermore announced strict rules for parties and candidates to follow with regards
to the usage of social media. They have circumscribed heavily what a social media post can contain and how parties and candidates can interact
with such posts. A panel has been set up to monitor social media in particular and ensure compliance with the rules. In addition to fighting
fake news and undue defamation, critics claim the measures target more progressive and media-savvy parties in particular and can easily be
abused. [The Guardian, Khaosod]
30 January 2019

Thai anti-monarchy activists found dead
(jk) It was confirmed last week that two bodies found in the Mekong River last month have been identified as Thai republican activists who
lived in exile in Laos since the coup in 2014. They were aides of a prominent critic of Thailand's monarchy and the Thai junta who has also
disappeared. He was jailed most recently in 2012 but received a royal pardon in 2013 and then fled to Laos. [BBC] The National Human Rights
Commission (NHRC) has told the relatives that if a complaint were to be lodged with police for further investigation, they could seek assistance
from the NHRC. [The Nation]
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05 February 2019

Facebook steps up efforts against fake news in Indonesia and Thailand
(ls) Facebook has removed hundreds of Indonesian accounts, pages and groups from its social network after discovering they were linked to
an online group called “Saracen” accused of spreading hate speech and fake news. Police alleged there were financial links between Saracen
and a handful of organizers of 2016 protests against the former governor of Jakarta “Ahok”. However, the Indonesian Supreme Court ruled in
April 2018 that Saracen had not been guilty of spreading hate speech and that the police’s case could not be proven. Indonesia, which is
estimated to be Facebook’s third largest market with over a 100 million users, is currently in the run-up to a presidential election set to take
place in April. [Reuters]
Facebook also announced that it has stepped up efforts in Thailand to take down fake accounts, reduce false news and ban electoral ads
originated from abroad ahead of the March 24 general election. New regional operations centers focused on election integrity will be set up,
including one in Singapore, to act promptly to stop false news, misinformation, hate speech, voter suppression and election interference.
[Bangkok Post]
CPG’s Lasse Schuldt has taken a look behind the fake news legislation in Southeast Asian countries. He argues that the Southeast Asian region
demonstrates how the debates around fake news laws may allow a deeper look into the respective political and social discourses.
[Verfassungsblog]

05 February 2019

Thailand: Parties announce PM candidates
(ls) Ahead of the 24 March election, political parties in Thailand have started to announce their candidates for the office of the Prime Minister.
Pheu Thai has chosen three candidates. They are the former agriculture minister Khunying Sudarat Keyuraphan, ex-transport minister
Chadchart Sittipunt and former justice minister Chaikasem Nitisiri. Previously, the Democrat party had already announced Abhisit Vejjajiva as
its only PM candidate while Bhumjaithai said Anutin Charnveerakul would be its man. [Bangkok Post]
The Palang Pracharat party, which is closely associated with the military government named Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha as a candidate,
along with party leader Uttama Savanayana and Deputy Prime Minister Somkid Jatusripitak. [Khaosod English 1] Prayut himself vowed he
would not step down as prime minister before the election, while stating clearly that if he was to return as the PM, it would be as a candidate
on a party’s list. He also said, that he needs “time to study their [Palang Pracharat’s] policy proposals and their practicality. If I am to join them,
I have to see their policies.” [The Nation]
Meanwhile, four ministers who are also members of the Palang Pracharat resigned from their cabinet posts to devote themselves to
campaigning. They include Palang Pracharat Party leader and Industry Minister Uttama Savanayana, deputy party leader and Science and
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Technology Minister Suvit Maesincee, party secretary general and Commerce Minister Sontirat Sontijirawong and party spokesman and Prime
Minister’s Office minister Kobsak Pootrakool. [Khaosod English 2]
12 February 2019

Thailand: PM candidates fixed
(jk) The Election Commission of Thailand (ECT) has formally accepted 69 prime ministerial bids from 45 parties. Among them is the current PM
Prayuth Chan-O-Cha who is running as the sole candidate for the Palang Pracharath Party, as well as Public Health Minister Sudarat Keyuraphan
and former Transport Minister Chadchart Sittipunt as the main Pheu Thai Party candidates. Democrat Party leader Abhisit Vejjajiva has also
been accepted as a candidate. [Bangkok Post]
The ECT has further decided to reject the PM bid of Princess Ubolratana Rajakanya, who had announced her candidacy for the newly
established Thai Raksa Chart Party on Friday, causing huge tumult and speculations about the implications of the move. The ECT statement on
Monday unsurprisingly cited that “all members of the royal family must abide by the king’s principle of staying above politics, maintaining
political impartiality and they cannot take up political office”, and therefore ended her bid to become PM. This echoed an official statement
by the Palace that had been made just hours after her bid was made official. [Khaosod] It is unclear, whether the announcement of her
candidacy on Friday will have consequences for the newsy established party she tried to run for, as it might have violated the Political Parties
Act. The ECT is looking into the matter and if there are suspected violations, it will refer the matter to the Constitutional Court. [Bangkok Post]
Thai Raksa Chart is a party close to the much bigger Pheu Thai Party (PT) and exiled former premier Thaksin Shinawatra. It was allegedly set up
as an alternative in case PT itself was dissolved over violations of electoral rules. It is further meant to increase the overall number of seats
that PT (and its allies) can win, conscious of a voting system that rewards mid-size parties and makes it more difficult for PT in particular to win
as many seats as it has done in past elections.

19 February 2019

Thailand: Constitutional Court considers party dissolution
(ls) The Constitutional Court of Thailand has accepted to hearing the Election Commission’s request for the dissolution of the Thai Raksa Chart
Party (TRC) for nominating a royal princess as its candidate for prime minister. The Election Commission proposed the dissolution because it
found the party had threatened the tradition of the constitutional monarchy by such nomination. [Bangkok Post]

05 March 2019

Thailand: Cybersecurity bill passed by National Legislative Assembly
(ls) Thailand’s National Legislative Assembly passed a cybersecurity bill last Thursday. The bill’s most controversial part empowers the
secretary-general of the National Cybersecurity Commission to send officials to places believed to be involved in critical cybersecurity threats
as well as to access information networks without having to seek prior court permission. Rather, relevant courts could be informed of such
actions afterwards. [Bangkok Post]
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05 March 2019

Thailand: Two policemen killed in deep south
(ls) Two policemen were found dead last week after being kidnapped in a raid by suspected insurgents on a teashop in Thailand’s southern
Narathiwat province. Though the death toll of the ongoing conflict dropped to a low last year as Thailand’s military tightened security, violent
incidents became more frequent in recent weeks, leaving imams and Buddhist monks dead and hitting security forces protecting schools. [The
Nation] [Straits Times]

Thailand opens Southeast Asia’s first cannabis plantation – political party campaigns for more liberalization

05 March 2019

(ls) Thailand’s first legal cannabis plantation was officially opened last week, as the authorities work toward developing cannabis-based
medicines that are affordable for patients. The new indoor plantation is the first legal cannabis farm in Southeast Asia. The amended Narcotics
Act stipulates that only official agencies and their partners are allowed to grow cannabis for producing medicines in the first five years after
egalization. The law aims to prevent private companies from taking over the cannabis farming business in Thailand. [The Nation]
Demanding even more liberalization, the Bhumjaithai (Proud to Be Thai) party is the first major party to advocate for the recreational use of
cannabis. Bhumjaithai, which also supports a four-day work week and legalizing ride-share taxi services, is one of several small parties
campaigning ahead of the March 24 general election. The party, which draws its support from the rural northeast, won 34 of parliament’s 500
seats in the last poll. [Reuters]
12 March 2019

Thailand: Thai Raksa Chart party dissolved ahead of elections
(jk) The Constitutional Court ordered the dissolution of the Thai Raksa Chart Party for naming a member of the Royal Family as its prime
ministerial candidate. [The Nation] According the court’s decision, this undermined Thailand’s constitutional monarchy which is “above
politics” and therefore violated the Political Party Act of 2017. In addition to the dissolution of the party that had fielded candidates for
parliament in around 170 of the 350 constituencies across the country, plus around 100 party list candidates [Bangkok Post], its executive
board members are banned from politics for 10 years. The MP candidates will now be out of the race, since they cannot run under a different
party. According to the regulations, a candidate for parliament needs to me member of the party he or she is running for at least 90 days. The
elections are scheduled for March 24.
The decision, which was largely expected after the Election Commission had asked the court to rule on the party’s dissolution back in February,
affects the possible size of a potential Puea Thai-led coalition in parliament and increases the chances of a coalition backing current PM Prayuth.
For images of election posters captioned with English translations of names and slogans of parties, see [CPG foto feature].
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Thailand: Democrat party leader Abhisit against Prayuth as PM after elections

12 March 2019

(jk) Democrat Party leader and the only Democrat Party candidate for Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva made clear last weekend that he is not
in favour of current PM Prayut Chan-o-cha returning to power as prime minister after the elections. In a video he uploaded to his Facebook
page, he said he "will definitely not support Gen Prayut because [his] prolonged stay in power will create conflicts and it is against my party's
ideology which puts the people first". It is not clear, as pointed out by his political rivals also in opposition to the current PM, whether this
statement reflects his personal or the party line. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: High turnout expected in 24 March elections; Prayut not disqualified as prime ministerial candidate

19 March 2019

(ls) Ahead of Thailand’s 24 March parliamentary election, early voting has started already. More than 2.3 million people are expected to vote
before the official poll date. [Bangkok Post 1]
More than 51 million people are eligible to vote in the election this coming Sunday. In a recent poll, nearly 97% of respondents said they
intended to vote. All opinion polls conducted in the past month have consistently reported that at least 90% of respondents intend to vote in
the country’s first election in nearly eight years. In the last successfully completed general election in 2011, voter turnout was 75%. That
compared with 85.4% in 2007. [Bangkok Post 2]
Meanwhile, the Ombudsman, one of Thailand’s constitutional organizations, explained that Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha is qualified to
run as prime ministerial candidate as he did not fit the description of a “state servant”, which would disqualify him, as laid out in a previous
Constitutional Court ruling. The ruling described state servants as being either appointed or elected, working full-time with the authorities
under the law, being under the supervision of the government and receiving money in return for their services. However, according to the
Ombudsman, Prayut had been appointed outside the law, and his appointment was the product of a temporary power seizure. The case is also
under review by the Election Commission. [The Nation]
For a collection of images of election posters taken and captioned with English translations of the party’s name and slogan by AiR editorial
board member Lasse Schuldt, see [CPG election foto collection].
19 March 2019

Eminent Thai ambassador Virachai Plasai dies
(ls) Virachai Plasai, a veteran diplomat best known for his role in the contentious Preah Vihear temple case, has died in the United States at
age 58. Virachai was named to head the Thai legal team in the dispute with Cambodia over the Phrea Vihear temple, where ownership had
been contested for decades. Virachai lead a team of foreign lawyers to deliver oral arguments in the case at the International Court of Justice
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(ICJ). The court ruled in November 2013 that while Cambodia had territorial sovereignty over the temple, the two countries needed to
negotiate further to determine other issues related to boundaries. [Bangkok Post]
26 March 2019

Thailand holds first fully contested parliamentary elections since 2011
(jk) Despite official results only being announced by the Election Commission (EC) of Thailand in May, some facts and trends have already
emerged after the voting ended on Sunday evening. The unofficial numbers of voter turnout for instance, as they were presented directly after
the vote are rather low at just over 65%. In Thailand, voting is mandatory and despite few consequences for the average Thai for disregarding
this rule, voter turnout in Thailand traditionally is much higher.
The preliminary results paint a complex picture of Thai politics to come and it will take some time until a somewhat clearer picture will emerge,
and coalitions will form for both government and opposition. The parties that have done very well include current PM Prayuth’s Palang
Pracharath, which is likely to be the second biggest party in the House of Representatives and will therefore most likely have no problems
finding sufficient votes for its PM candidate to lead the new government, in particular since the 250 Senators are expected to vote in line with
it. Palang Pracharath looks like the party that has won the most votes overall (around 7.9 million with 94% of votes counted), while Pheu Thai
has most likely won most seats in the constituency votes (around 7.4 million votes with 94% of votes counted). However, it certainly will have
won less seats than observers had expected prior to the elections. Be that as it may, Pheu Thai will be a strong force in parliament and together
with likeminded parties, could make it difficult to govern against, or, as the party itself has announced: form a coalition of its own to govern
against Palang Pracharath. As it stands, it will definitely be the party occupying most seats in the lower house and it is useful to remember that
controlling the lower house could be crucial in future Thai politics under the country’s current constitution, even if this coalition does not field
the PM. A simple majority in the lower house can for instance field no-confidence motions against the PM and his cabinet.
The Future Forward Party has done exceptionally well, significantly beating the Democrat Party which achieved such a poor result that party
leader and former PM Abhisit Vejjajiva stepped down with immediate effect. He had previously stated he would not support current PM
Prayuth as PM after the elections, but with him stepping down, the Democrats are back on the fence with regards to future coalitions. Future
Forward is based on preliminary results the third most successful party in terms of votes (5.8 million with 94% of votes counted), and is posed
to be a significant force in the house. [Bangkok Post] [Reuters] They have to be ready to join a coalition against the current regime which is
consistent with their campaign promises.
As the dust settles in the immediate aftermath of the elections, critics have pointed to a number of irregularities which they would like the
Election Commission to address and explain. These include a historically high number of invalid votes, an abrupt end and delay of vote counting
on election night, issues concerning the inclusion of votes from Thai nationals abroad, as well as suspicions as to constituencies in which the
number of votes counted was exceeding the number of eligible voters (this allegation however was already refused by the Election Commission
at a press conference on Monday afternoon). [Khaosod] Around 110 complaints have been received by the Election Commission as of Monday,
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as stated at the same press conference. Additionally, there are rumours the EC’s vote reporting technology was hacked which could explain
some of the irregular numbers in particular constituencies.
The European Union called the election an “important step towards restoring a democratic form of governance” and that it looked forward to
“the announcement of the election results as soon as possible. It is also important that any reported irregularities are resolved swiftly and
transparently.” [EU] Others were less cautious in their statements, including the two independent groups able to monitor the Thai election:
The Open Forum for Democracy Foundation’s impressions suggests not that the vote was rigged, but that a lack of professionalism and due
preparation undermined the election. [Bangkok Post] The other observer, the Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL), comprising of 34
international election observers, has published its interim report. It states that ANFREL did not witness major irregularities during voting or
counting either, but not only was the “campaign environment […] heavily tilted to benefit the incumbent military junta and the candidates
that it supports”, it also found that the EC could have performed better. “The lack of transparency and cooperation between the ECT and other
electoral stakeholders severely limited the outflow of information, thereby fuelling further distrust in the process and the institution itself.”
[ANFREL]
Exiled former PM Thaksin Shinawatra gave a number of interviews as well as writing a commentary in the [NYT] immediately after the elections,
saying that Thailand's election was marred by irregularities and rigged to ensure the military retain their political grip. He also pointed out that
the suspicion surrounding the vote will be detrimental to its credibility and it will not help political stability in Thailand. His concerns were
echoed by some critics on Thai social media who allege that rules as to what constitutes a “valid” vote were applied stricter to those ballots
that indicated a vote against the current regime - an allegation that is at this stage very difficult to prove.
At the end of Monday, the EC said the official result will be announced by May 9 and it will take some time for the EC to review all the results
from the individual voting stations. Until the final and official results are released and the party list and constituency seats have been
considered, there will be no official and final numbers on how many seats will go to which party exactly.
For your reference, the latest announcement of preliminary results for seats of the constituencies only (350 in total) on Monday afternoon as
่
provided by the EC for the top five parties is as follows: เพือไทย
(Pheu Thai): 137 seats; พลังประชารัฐ (Palang Pracharath) 97 seats; ภูมิใจไทย
(Bumjaithai): 39 seats; ประชาธิปัตย ์ (Democrat Party) 33 seats; อนาคตใหม่ (Future Forward): 30 seats. [EC Thailand, in Thai]
The full preliminary results and tallied votes including party list seats from across the country are supposed to be published coming Friday.
Although the exact party list seats have yet to be calculated by the EC, it seems likely that Pheu Thai already has as many seats as it could have
in accordance with its share of the public vote and will therefore most likely not gain any additional seats via the list. Other parties will gain a
substantial number of seats once the calculations have been completed. [Khaosod] offers the following prognosis based on 95% of the votes
with party-list and constituency seats combined: Pheu Thai: 135 seats; Palang Pracharath: 117 seats; Future Forward: 80 seats; Democrat Party:
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53 seats; Bumjaithai: 51 seats; Chart Thai Pattana: 11 seats; Seri Ruam Thai: 11 seats; Prachachart: 6 seats; New Economy: 6 seats; Action
Coalition for Thailand: 5 seats.

Thailand: Inconsistencies in election results; computer crime charges against critics

02 April 2019

(ls) As the uncertainty over the formation of the next Thai government continues, the Election Commission (EC) released the unofficial election
results, revealing the votes each party had gained. However, the EC continued to come under criticism over discrepancies in the figures.
According to the release, the pro-junta party Phalang Pracharat had won the popular vote with more than 8.4 million while Pheu Thai came
second with 7.9 million votes. Invalid votes accounted for 5.57% or about 2.1 million votes. The voter turnout jumped to 74.7 per cent
compared to the 65.96 per cent that were announced on the election evening. Several other figures shown in the documents provided by the
EC were inconsistent. [The Nation]
Meanwhile, on Wednesday, nine persons were arrested and charged with cybercrime for sharing news, which claimed that two Election
Commissioners were fired after voting irregularities were discovered. Police said the false news caused severe “confusion and panic”. All nine
suspects were charged with violating the Computer Crime Act, which carries a maximum penalty of five years in jail. [Khaosod English 1]
In a separate development, the prosecutor’s office said it would decide in April if it would move forward with a computer crime case against
party leader Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit and two senior party members for criticizing the ruling junta in June last year. It originally
scheduled the decision for last week, but said it needed additional evidence from investigators. [Khaosod English 2]

Thailand: Recount of votes, new elections in some polling areas. Sedition charges against Future Forward Party leader
(jk) The Election Commission of Thailand (ECT) announced that a recount for two polling stations and new elections at six polling stations has
been ordered due to the number of voters not matching the number of ballots. This is not supposed to affect the plan of announcing the
official results by May 9. [Khaosod] It does, however, not instill any more confidence in the ECT or explain any of the delays and inconsistencies
that have surrounded the elections in its aftermath. Activists made a point last week by declaring their intention to file a petition to dissolve
the ECT with the National Anti-Corruption Commission, so that it would recommend the dissolution to the Constitutional Court [Khaosod 2].
The ECT has said in response the delay is necessary to investigate all complaints and irregularities properly. [Bangkok Post] Additionally, an
online petition to the same affect is making local news headlines due to its popularity. Police say they are arresting 7 people who started and
shared the campaign due to “defamation by advertisement” which carries a penalty of up to 2-year imprisonment and a fine.
Leading academics have voiced their concern about the post-election performance, in particular with regards to the fact that there is so much
uncertainty about the formula that will be used by the ECT to distribute the party list seats among the parties which should have been clear
beyond doubt before the elections were held. Prinya Thaewanarumitkul, Thammasat University's vice-rector, explained that “according to the
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09 April 2019

original formula, the anti-Prayut camp has 253 MP seats while the Palang Pracharath Party [PPRP] and the Action Coalition for Thailand Party
(ACT) have won 123 MP seats. However, the Constitution Drafting Committee has proposed a second formula to the EC in which 11 small
parties, which won fewer than 71,050 votes each on average, could pocket more seats at the expense of bigger parties.” [Bangkok Post 2]
The party leader of the Future Forward Party, one of the main parties opposing the regime under PM Prayuth, who is already facing criminal
charges under the Computer Crimes Act for allegedly spreading false information last year, has now in addition been summoned by the police
on separate charges on sedition, linked to an anti-government protest in 2015. The charges are serious and if found guilty, could mean an end
of his political career as well as time in prison. As the charges date back to 2015 and concern matters of “state-security”, he will likely be tried
in a military court although his lawyer said the jurisdiction might be petitioned with the Constitutional Court. After Future Forward’s electoral
success, the party is evidently under very close scrutiny as its deputy was also questioned last week for allegedly disseminating information
about the dissolution of the Thai Raksa Chart Party before the vote. [Khaosod 3]

Thailand: Continued uncertainty over election results as Election Commission asks Constitutional Court for help

17 April 2019

(ls) The Thai Election Commission (EC) has received more than 300 complaints in connection with prospective winners in 66 constituencies in
the parliamentary elections held on 24 March. According to the EC chairman, all poll re-runs must be held before the EC endorses at least 95%
of official poll results by May 9. The EC had already ordered election re-runs at six polling stations in five provinces including Bangkok, and the
recounting of votes at two stations in Khon Kaen province. [Bangkok Post 1]
However, the May 9 schedule to announce official poll results has been thrown into doubt after the agency on Thursday decided to ask the
Constitutional Court to rule on the legality of its method of calculating and allocating party-list seats to clear growing confusion about the
issue. The EC wants the court to rule whether the EC can calculate in a way that will award party-list seats to political parties that garnered
fewer votes than the number required to get a party-list seat under the mixed member apportionment system used in the election. Moreover,
the EC wants the court to rule if such a calculation method complies with the constitution. [Bangkok Post 2]
23 April 2019

Thailand: New National Intelligence Act
(jk) Last week, a new National Intelligence Act was published in the royal gazette and with that, has come into effect in Thailand. It gives the
National Intelligence Agency (NIA) “the authority to order any government agency or person to hand over information or documents that
affect national security within a timeframe specified by the NIA Director.” Crucially, the NIA can also obtain such documents by any means
necessary. [Prachatai] The vaguely formulated act gives significant powers to the NIA and complements the recently introduced cyber security
bill [Straits Times]. It will replace the 1985 National Intelligence law and requires the establishment of a National Intelligence Coordinating
Centre (NICC) coordinating intelligence work between national intelligence agencies.
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30 April 2019

Thailand: Royal astrologer casts King’s horoscope ahead of coronation
(ls) In an important ritual to prepare for King Maha Vajiralongkorn’s elaborate coronation ceremonies this week, Thailand’s royal astrologer
cast the King’s horoscope last Tuesday. The three-hour ceremony included the inscription of the king’s name and new royal title on another
golden plaque, and the carving of the king’s official seal. The coronation ceremonies from May 4 to 6 will be the first the country has seen since
Vajiralongkorn’s father, King Bhumibol Adulyadej, was crowned on May 5, 1950. [Reuters]

Thailand: Constitutional Court asked again to rule on election calculation formula; FFP leader to face additional charges

30 April 2019

(ls) The Thai Ombudsmen have voted to ask the Constitutional Court to rule whether some provisions of the Organic Act on the Election of
Members of the House Representatives involving the allocation of party-list MPs are constitutional. At the same time, they dismissed calls to
nullify the March 24 election. The ombudsmen were of the opinion the formula outlined in the Act added criteria and was different from what
is stipulated in the constitution. Earlier this month, also the Election Commission (EC) had asked the court to make such ruling, but the court
dismissed the petition, saying it is the EC’s duty to decide on the formula to be used and that the court can only rule after it makes that decision.
[Bangkok Post]
Nonetheless, the Election Commission said that the results of both party-list and constituency MPs will be unveiled by May 9 as mandated by
the constitution. A month has passed since Thailand voted on March 24, yet the full results have yet to be released. A lack of clarity means it
is even unclear which party will emerge as the majority in the lower house. [Khaosod English 1]
In a separate development, the EC resolved to accuse Future Forward Party leader Thanathorn Juangroongruamgkit of breaching the election
law by holding media company shares while competing in the general elections. Article 98 of the afore-mentioned Organic Act bans MP
candidates from holding shares in a media company after registering in the election. Thanathorn claims he had already sold his shares in a
media company called V-Luck Media as required by the law. Besides, Thanathorn is also facing a sedition charge. [Khaosod English 2]

Thai King Maha Vajiralongkorn crowned Rama X / New Queen in Thailand

07 May 2019

(jk) After elaborate coronation ceremonies ending on May 6, King Vajiralongkorn is now crowned as Rama X of the Chakri dynasty, which has
reigned since 1782.
Prior to the coronation ceremonies that started on May 4, His Majesty King Maha Vajiralongkorn’s and Gen Suthida Vajiralongkorn na
Ayudhya’s marriage was announced. According to a royal statement, the King’s wife is now known as Queen Suthida. [Bangkok Post]

National Human Rights Commission of Thailand begins inquiry of commissioner
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07 May 2019

(jk) The National Human Rights Commission of Thailand is looking into one of their commissioners for alleged political partiality after a
complaint has been filed with the commission. Khun Angkhana Neelapaijit, known as an outspoken commissioner, is being investigated for her
role in “observing legal proceedings and documenting rights violations against opposition politicians and critics of the ruling National Council
for Peace and Order (NCPO)”. She is, according to critics of this inquiry, being investigated for doing her job and demanding accountability. If
not dismissed, the inquiry could lead to her impeachment. [The Nation]
The National Human Rights Commission of Thailand consists of a Chairperson and 6 members (commissioners) who were appointed by the
King with the advice of the Senate for a six-year term and serve for only one term. The National Human Rights Commission was appointed by
the King in 2015 and will complete the current term in 2021.
07 May 2019

Thailand: Army drops charges against soldiers for killing of six in 2010
(jk) During red shirt protests in Bangkok in 2010, six unarmed Thai civilians were shot dead after they sought refuge in a temple. Despite an
inquiry by a criminal court back in 2013, which found that military personnel were responsible, the case has now been dropped due to a lack
of evidence. Overall, around 90 people died during the protests but there has been little legal consequence since. [Khaosod] One of the foreign
journalists who were at the scene in 2010 has written an account of the events he witnessed. [Globe and Mail]

21 May 2019

Thailand: New Thai Senate/discussion about coalition options continue
(jk) After the election results have officially been announced, Thailand's political landscape is far from settling down. Last week, King
Vajiralongkorn endorsed the 250 newly selected members of the upper chamber of Thailand’s parliament. As had been widely expected, the
selection of Senators strongly indicates that the pro-NCPO Phalang Pracharat Party will form the next government. Many Senators are former
Ministers or lawmakers that were part of the NCPO government, and some are active-duty military commanders such as Army Chief Apirat
Kongsompong. General Preecha Chan-ocha, the PM's brother, will also be a member. According to the constitution, the Senate, in particular
over the coming five years, will be a very influential body and without its support, it will be very hard to govern. [ISEAS]
As for the lower house, potential coalitions are still being discussed widely. The Bhumjaithai Party has decided to hold talks with other parties
which also remain undecided. They have again refuted rumours from last week that it is attempting to set up a “third alliance" between them,
the Pheua Thai bloc and the Democrat Party its leader Anutin Charnvirakul as prime minister, but a meeting of its 51 MPs in has failed to
produce a clear-cut decision.
The Democrat Party itself is essentially faced with three options and also remains undecided. They could join either of the two camps - pro or
contra the current government- or indeed remain independent and not join either faction. An excellent summary and analysis of the options
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is provided by former Foreign Minister and Democrat Party Member H.E. Kasit Piromya in his newly established and highly recommendable
[youtube channel]. He recommends remaining independent of both the Pheua Thai as well as the Phalang Pracharat block.
In addition to the two parties mentioned, Chartthaipattana Party (10 seats), and the Chartpattana Party (3 seats) have yet to announce their
decisions on questions of coalition.
Future Forward Party leader Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit announced last week that his party would be ready to take the lead in forming a
coalition government and that he was ready to be prime minister. This of course is highly unlikely to happen and in addition to the fact that he
would struggle to receive any kind of support from the Senate, he still faces numerous legal cases which could see him lose his seat in
parliament, be banned from politics for a significant number of years or even go to prison. The Election Commission has found "sufficient
evidence" that he violated election regulations by holding stakes in a media firm after registering as an MP candidate and forwarded the case
to the Constitutional Court [KhaoSod]. The Court will decide later this week whether or not it will consider the case. [Bangkok Post] Adding to
these legal troubles, a new charge of defamation might be filed against him after Thanathorn spoke at a public panel discussion in Bangkok
last week where he claimed that a senior Phalang Pracharath member had approached his mother with an offer to drop charges against him.
[Khaosod]
28 May 2019

Thanathorn is barred from performing MP duties
(ls) Thailand’s Constitutional Court decided to suspend Future Forward Party leader Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit from performing his MP
duties after it accepted a case against him over possible disqualification involving media shareholding. Thanathorn, who is among the 149
party-list MPs that have been endorsed, will have 15 days to respond and/or submit evidence after the court accepted the case. [Bangkok Post
1]
On Friday, the newly elected parliament convened for the first time. Thanathorn briefly addressed the House to confirm he would step aside
for now. MPs from his party and other allied camps gave him a standing ovation as he left the auditorium. [Bangkok Post 2]
In a parliamentary session on Saturday, former prime minister Chuan Leekpai was elected as speaker of the House of Representatives. The
candidate proposed by the Phalang Pracharat Party secured 258 votes to 235 for Pheu Thai nominee Sompong Amornvivat. The vote showed
that Phalang Pracharat had won over the key undecided parties – Democrat and Bhumjaithai – and is poised to lead the coalition. Initially,
however, Phalang Pracharat proposed a postponement of the vote for unspecified reasons but was outvoted by 248 to 246 in a surprising
defeat. [The Nation]
The lower house deputy speaker positions also went to Phalang Pracharat-backed figures, but with equally tight votes. Smaller parties that
would back the Phalang Pracharat-led coalition are seen to have a significant leverage over the pro-military party. And the Democrats and
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Bhumjaithai, who together have 103 MPs, look likely to gain a fair share of Cabinet portfolios. However, the Democrats have not yet formally
agreed to join the coalition. [The Nation 2] [Bangkok Post 3]
Future Forward won a Chiang Mai by-election but, due to the Election Commission’s MP calculation method, the pro-military front will likely
gain two MPs and lose one, while the anti-military side will gain one (the FFP constituency victory in Chiang Mai), leaving the two blocs in the
same position as before. [Bangkok Post 4]

28 May 2019

Thailand: Prem Tinsulanonda dies at 98
(ls) General Prem Tinsulanonda, Privy Council president and former prime minister of Thailand, died of heart failure on Sunday morning at the
age of 98. A veteran soldier, politician and statesman, he was one of the most influential figures in modern Thai history. [Bangkok Post] [Nikkei
Asian Review]

Thailand: Parliament to vote on PM this week in joint session with Senate

04 June 2019

(jk) This week, the newly convened Thai parliament will vote on the new PM. While there are still questions on majorities in the lower house
as not all parties have unequivocally announced their coalition preferences, the vote for the PM will be held in a joint sitting of House and
Senate and therefore, a result is not expected to be quite as close as the fight for a House majority itself. The Pheua Thai Party has announced
that the anti-military bloc will nominate Future Forward Party leader Thanathorn as its joint PM candidate, putting him against current PM
Prayuth. [Matichon Online] Incidentally, Thanathorn himself, who is currently suspended from Parliament as reported last week, will not be
able to vote. The vote will hence be taken by an assembly of 499 MPs and 250 Senators.
As for the lower house, the pro-military Palang Phracharath Party has announced a coalition with five smaller parties, which have 14 seats
between them. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: PM Prayuth wins election in joint sitting of House and Senate; Government coalition forged
(jk) In a joint sitting of the House of Representatives and the Senate last week, PM Prayuth has been voted to remain PM by winning the vote
with 500 votes to 244 ahead of his contender Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit from the Future Forward Party. The Senate (all 250 Senators
were picked by the military government) expectedly and collectively voted in favour of PM Prayuth, ensuring a decisive victory in what would
have otherwise been a much closer call, adding 249 votes to the 251 votes Prayuth received from the lower house. [Bangkok Post]
Nevertheless, the clear win cannot do away with the fact that the newly found government coalition is in fact fragile, as is the support for PM
Prayuth himself. The coalition became official only when the Democrat Party voted on Tuesday to join a PPRP-led coalition, over which party
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11 June 2019

leader Abhisit Vejjajiva resigned. Going forward, things may become difficult in a ruling coalition of 19 parties that still only holds a narrow
majority of five seats in the lower house. Current "horse-trading" over cabinet portfolios is an indicator of how difficult it may become.
[Bangkok Post 2]
On the other hand, going against the predictions of some observers that this government will not last all too long, the post-coup leadership
has thus far been successful in maintaining power and arguably executed its plan well, which now sees them at the helm of an elected
government within a tailor-made constitutional framework. Furthermore, in particular the Future Forward Party, a significant block of the
opposition, still faces significant legal battles which consequences are not yet predictable but may significantly weaken the anti-government
forces.

Thailand: Cabinet taking shape as possible legal battles overshadow House and Senate
(ls) Thailand’s King Vachiralongkorn (Rama X.) formally endorsed former army chief Prayut Chan-o-cha as elected Prime Minister on Tuesday,
11 June 2019. [Straits Times] It is Gen. Prayut’s second endorsement as Prime Minister by a Thai King. On 25 August 2014, he had received the
royal endorsement from the late King Bhumibol (Rama IX.), following the military coup of May 2014. [Reuters]
However, the formation of the new government and, in particular, the distribution of some key ministries, is not yet finalized. According to
sources, Gen. Prawit Wongsuwon will remain deputy prime minister, while Gen. Prayut will also be defence minister, taking over from Gen
Prawit. Gen. Anupong Paojinda is likely to stay on as interior minister. The Democrats appear to have received control of the Agriculture and
Commerce ministries, whereas Bhumjaithai will be in charge of the Transport Ministry. [Bangkok Post]
Former foreign minister Kasit Piromya, who is also a member of the Asian Governance Foundation’s advisory board, has resigned from the
Democrat Party over its support for Gen. Prayuth’s second term in office. Kasit’s resignation follows a string of exits after the party, under the
new leadership of Jurin Laksanawisit, resolved to join the governing coalition and support Gen. Prayuth. [Khaosod English]
Gen. Prayut himself is expected to become the official leader of the Phalang Pracharat party after the new government is formed. According
to sources, Gen. Prayut plans to stay in politics for the long term. Consequently, current party leader Uttama Savanayana is expected to step
down from his position. [The Nation]
The Bangkok Post has gathered the opinions of several Thai academics and experts on what can be expected from the new government during
the first months in office and throughout the term. [Bangkok Post 2]
Meanwhile, the formation of the wholly appointed Senate has drawn widespread criticism as it became apparent this week that six members
of the Senate Selection Committee are now themselves senators. The military government’s legal adviser Wissanu Krea-ngam defended the
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procedure, saying that “no member ever brought up their name in the selection process. Everything is on the record.” [Khaosod English 2] The
Pheu Thai party already announced to challenge the selection process in court. [Bangkok Post 3]
More legal trouble is awaiting dozens of MPs of the Palang Pracharath party, the Democrat party and other government-coalition parties after
House Speaker Chuan Leekpai forwarded to the Constitutional Court petitions for rulings related to alleged breaches of media shareholding
rules. The petitions were lodged by the Future Forward Party whose leader Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit has been suspended from his
parliamentary duties on similar charges. [Bangkok Post 4]

Dozens of Rohingya people stranded on Thai island, captain and crew criminally charged

18 June 2019

(ls) 65 Rohingya Muslims were discovered on Rawi island in Thailand’s Satun province. They had reached the island’s beach by boat. Authorities
have charged the captain and crew with assisting foreign nationals to enter the country illegally. In recent months, many Rohingya Muslims
have boarded boats to try to reach Malaysia. In 2015, about 25,000 people crossed the Andaman Sea for Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia,
many drowning in unsafe and overloaded boats. [Reuters]
02 July 2019

Thailand: Attack on well-known democracy activist stirs up emotions
(ls) In Thailand, a pro-democracy activist has been admitted to intensive hospital care after having been attacked and beaten on a street in
Bangkok. It was the second such violent assault Sirawith “Ja New” Seritiwat has suffered in less than a month. In both cases, police have so far
not been able to find the attackers. [Khaosod English]
The attack has led to emotional responses on social media on the different ends of the political spectrum. Against this background, House
speaker Chuan Leekpai reportedly contacted Deputy Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-ngam to express his concerns about political violence in the
wake the assault. [Bangkok Post]

02 July 2019

Thailand: Government and opposition camps entangled in legal battles
(ls) After Thailand’s Constitutional Court accepted to rule about the qualification of dozens of government coalition members of the House of
Representatives, Phalang Pracharat MPs have now sent a similar petition to the Court, asking it to rule whether opposition MPs held shares in
companies registered for media business. The tit-for-tat had been kicked off by a petition against Future Forward leader Thanathorn
Juangroongruangkit, leading to Future Forward’s petition against PPRP members and now Phalang Pracharat’s retaliatory move. The
development demonstrates how often broadly framed laws and regulations are increasingly weaponized in Thai politics. [Bangkok Post]

02 July 2019

Thailand: Defense minister calls on military to fight “fake news”
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(ls) Thailand’s Deputy Prime Minister and Defense Minister Prawit Wongsuwon has called on the armed forces to take legal action to curb the
spread of so-called “fake news” and disinformation online. He wanted that all units of the Defense Ministry as well as those of the armed
forces concerned to take part in the monitoring of social and mainstream media for falsehoods that could impact national security or “damage
a particular organization’s reputation”. The move illustrates the extent to which “fake news” are perceived as a threat by the government and
shows how the military is engaging in what would otherwise be regular law enforcement. [Bangkok Post]
09 July 2019

Thailand: Attack on pro-democracy activist continues to stir up emotions
(jk) A recent attack on the pro-democracy activist Sirawith “Ja New” Seritiwat by four unidentified men with baseball cubs continues to be
discussed widely in Thailand. After some Senators urged authorities to find the perpetrators warning that "the case could be exploited for
political advantage", accusation were made on social media that members of the Senate were in fact behind the attacks. [The Nation] When
Ja New sought police protection, he was told to receive it "if he gives up activism". [The Nation 2]

Thailand: Thanathorn's legal team wants to revoke suspension/Legal battles reach the PM
(jk) As mentioned previously, Thailand’s Constitutional Court accepted to rule on the qualification of numerous government coalition and
opposition members of the House of Representatives with regards to shares held in companies registered for media business. Future Forward's
leader Thanathorn, who is being investigated for similar charges, has been suspended from parliament while the judicial proceedings are
ongoing. His legal team has questioned this fact on Monday and asked the court to reconsider as they submitted clarifications on the case to
the court. [Bangkok Post]
In a recent development, the PM himself may encounter a legal challenge of his own. A petition which was signed by 101 MPs from opposition
parties and submitted to the house speaker last month has been forwarded by him to the Constitutional Court. It seeks for the court to rule
whether Prayut's status as PM should be terminated due to a lack of eligibility. This stems from his role as chief of the National Council for
Peace and Order (NCPO) when he was appointed PM. Would the court rule he was a "state official" in his capacity of NCPO leader, his eligibility
for a ministerial post would become null and void. [Bangkok Post 2]
Opposition members have subsequently suggested that, as in Thanathorn's case, the PM should be temporarily suspended while the case is
with the court. Deputy PM Wissanu has however refuted the comparison stating that "[t]here will be no suspension of duty as the complaint
is about an interpretation of whether he was a government official [and ineligible for a ministerial post] or not; it's not about law-breaking or
corruption". According to him it is therefore a different case and about a different law. [Bangkok Post 3]
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09 July 2019

16 July 2019

Thailand: Formal transition from military to civil rule
(ls) Putting an end to weeks and months of political maneuvering over Cabinet posts, Thailand’s King Maha Vajiralongkorn (Rama X.) endorsed
the new civilian government of Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha. The most important positions went to members of the former military
junta. Some key economic portfolios were obtained by the 19 parties Prayuth had to bring on board to give him a slim majority in the lower
house of parliament. [Reuters]
The government formation process has been compared to horse-trading with the aim of distributing also financially lucrative positions.
Moreover, some Cabinet members have been criticized as unfit for their job or even as having a history of serious criminality. One Deputy
Agriculture and Cooperatives Minister had spent prison time for three years in connection with the murder of a man. [Bangkok Post 1]
The formation of the government formally ends military rule in Thailand. The National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO) is constitutionally
dissolved when the new cabinet is sworn in. Media bans were already lifted and all cases involving offences against the junta’s orders were
transferred to civilian courts. However, several orders from the time of military rule have been retained, including the right for police to detain
suspects for seven days on national security grounds. Others have been made permanent by being enshrined in the new Internal Security
Operations Command (ISOC) law. Moreover, the Computer Crimes Act has also been extended under NCPO rule. [Bangkok Post 2] [Straits
Times]
Meanwhile, the Pheu Thai Party elected Sompong Amornvivat to lead the biggest opposition party in parliament. He was picked to succeed
acting head Viroj Pao-in, who resigned earlier this month. [Bloomberg]

23 July 2019

Thailand: New government sworn in by H.M. the King
(ls) Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha and his cabinet members have been sworn in before His Majesty the King Vachiralongkorn
(Rama X.) last week on Tuesday. The government will have to deliver a policy statement before the House of Representatives which is scheduled
to last three days from July 25. The key consequence of the ceremony is that the National Council for Peace and Order, which ruled the country
for five years, ceased to exist once the cabinet was sworn in. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Fiery parliamentary debate as prime minister introduces policies
(ls) On the occasion of the government's policy manifesto presentation to parliament, Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha engaged
in heated arguments with the opposition. Prayut countered criticism especially regarding policies aimed at addressing the economy and social
disparities. In a display of fury, he vowed to no longer count an opposition leader as his senior classmate before abruptly leaving the parliament.
[Bangkok Post] [Khaosod English]
329

30 July 2019

30 July 2019

Thailand: Four killed at military base in the deep south
(ls) Four people were killed in an attack by insurgents on a military outpost in Pattani province in Thailand's deep south. In a tit-for-tat, the
attack came as anger rose over the case of a Muslim rebel suspect who was left in a critical condition after spending several hours in a army
interrogation unit. The 15-year conflict in the Malay-Muslim majority south has left more than 7,000 people dead but receives little global
attention. [Straits Times]

06 August 2019

Thailand: PM's oath-taking in opposition's focus
(jk) Opposition MPs have said they will follow up on Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha over his alleged failure to recite the full text of an oath
during the swearing-in ceremony of his cabinet. They are considering to ask the Constitutional Court to rule on the legitimacy of the cabinet
following the alleged incomplete oath-taking, or let the PM take responsibility and re-take the oath. If not addressed, they may consider a vote
of no confidence.
Future Forward Party secretary-general Piyabutr Saengkanokkul, a former constitutional scholar from Thailand's leading faculty of law at
Thammasat University, brought the issue into the public eye during a recent parliamentary debate. He pointed out that the PM "did not vow
to protect and abide by the constitution" as he omitted the final paragraph of the oath during the oath-taking ceremony. [Bangkok Post]
PM Prayut replied that his oath-taking statement before His Majesty the King was constitutional and "in line with His Majesty the King's advice
that the government stay committed to serving the country and the people." [Bangkok Post 2]
He asked different sides to refrain from commenting on the matter, as did Wissanu Krea-ngam, the deputy prime minister for legal affairs, who
said this matter ought not to be discussed. “One day you’ll know why we shouldn’t talk about it,” were his exact words. [Bangkok Post 3]

06 August 2019

Thailand: Two human rights commissioners resign
(jk) Commissioners Angkhana Neelapaijit and Tuenjai Deetes have resigned from the National Human Rights Commission of Thailand (NHRC).
According to Khun Angkhana, the commissioners are prevented from receiving complaints directly from the public and are having to follow
restrictive procedures to consider every complaint and decide whether the NHRC will take it. The new prescriptions on how the NHRC works
apparently made it untenable to her and her colleague to continue working for the commission. Khun Tuenjai further stated she felt like the
NHRC is no longer an independent organization. [Prachatai]
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06 August 2019

Thailand: Small bombings in Bangkok
(jk) A number of small explosions occurred in Bangkok last week when small improvised explosive devices detonated in a business district as
well as close to government offices last week. Four people were injured. [Bangkok Post] Police investigators have not yet ruled out any possible
motives. [The Nation]

Thailand: Prime Minister vows to continue despite more critique on oath taking and from within the governing coalition

13 August 2019

(jk) After failing to swear a complete oath as mentioned last week [AiR, No. 32, August/2019, 1], PM Prayuth has apologised to his cabinet and
stated the mistake was his responsibility alone. He did not yet elaborate on how he was going to rectify the issue. In the meantime, the
Ombudsman decided to examine the legitimacy of the cabinet's oath, as it was asked by opposition MPs. The Ombudsman may refer the issue
to the Constitutional Court. [Bangkok Post 1] In the meantime, Thai academics have suggested a way out would be for the PM to ask the King
for a royal pardon, or to wait for a constitutional court ruling. [Bangkok Post 2]
In addition to pressures from the opposition on the issue of the oath, some of the small parties who are one-MP-members of the government
coalition have threatened to leave the coalition over not having received executive positions in the cabinet. The parties hold a seat each and
if they were to act on their threat, the coalition's house majority could be in danger. [Bangkok Post 3]
In a response over the weekend, the PM Prayuth's ruling party has decided to give in and is considering awarding "political positions" to the
small parties that are part of the government coalition [Bangkok Post 4] and nine out of eleven of the small "one-MP parties" have since
announced their continuing support for the governing coalition. The coalition is made up of 19 parties and holds a thin majority of 254 to 246
seats in parliament.

Thailand: Former Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra receives Serbian citizenship

13 August 2019

(jk) Former PM Yingluck Shinawatra has received Serbian citizenship. She fled Thailand when she was on bail and just before she was convicted
to five years imprisonment on graft charges in 2017. [Khaosod]
20 August 2019

Thailand: Ruling coalition loses one party
(ls) Thailand’s ruling coalition has lost one party. The Thai Civilized Party, with one seat in parliament, is leaving the coalition less than a month
after the Cabinet was sworn in. Its leader, Mongkolkit Suksintharanon, said the party is unsatisfied with government policies and will become
an independent opposition. The development moves the government closer to losing its thin majority. [Bloomberg]
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In a separate press conference, nine other small parties - each with one parliament seat - pledged continued support for Prime Minister
Prayuth’s 18-party coalition. [Khaosod English]
However, also the Thai Forest Conservation Party threatened to withdraw from the coalition government if it implements projects that will
adversely affect forest resources. In response, Deputy Prime Minister Prawit Wongsuwon said, "Don't make threats. The government is not
breaking any laws. During the past five years, we have never done anything that is against the law." [Bangkok Post 1]
Prawit himself has been appointed chief strategist of the Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP). In the past, he has always denied having ties with
the PPRP, provoking scepticism among political observers. [Bangkok Post 2]
20 August 2019

Thailand: Insurgent group in deep south in talks with government
(ls) Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN), the main group fighting an insurgency in Thailand’s largely Muslim south said it had held its first meeting
with officials from the new Thai government. The BRN, unlike less militarily active southern factions, has not been in formal talks with the
government although contacts did take place at least twice with the former military junta. The past contacts with the BRN never led to talks,
and the group has continued a guerrilla war to demand independence for Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat provinces. [Reuters]

03 September 2019

Thailand: Oath saga not going away
(ls) In Thailand, the prime minister’s and his cabinet’s incomplete recital of the oath of office continues to preoccupy the political scene. Last
week, the Office of the Ombudsman concluded that the government had breached the constitution by failing to recite the full oath of
allegiance, which would have included also the passus on upholding and complying with the constitution. It will now be for the Constitutional
Court to decide about the further consequences. [Reuters]
Meanwhile, his Majesty the King issued a written message of support for Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha and his ministers to carry out their
duties in line with their oath of office. [Bangkok Post 1]
Deputy Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-ngam said that the parliamentary debate on the issue could be held behind closed doors if the content
is considered inappropriate to be made public. The proposal was rejected by opposition parties. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Supreme Court confirms death penalty for Burmese citizens convicted of Koh Tao murder
(ls) Thailand’s Supreme Court has upheld the death sentences passed by the Criminal and Appeal courts for two Myanmar nationals convicted
of the September 2014 murder of two British backpackers on the island of Koh Tao. The court rejected the argument that police had fabricated
evidence and arrested them as scapegoats. [Bangkok Post]
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03 September 2019

10 September 2019

Lao activist and asylum-seeker goes missing in Thailand
(jk) A man from Laos who fled to Thailand has gone missing after seeking refugee status with the United Nations. He was a political activist
who criticized and protested against his government frequently. He was also registered as a person of concern with the UNHCR in December
2017. [Bangkok Post]
After a number of such disappearances in the region of late, human rights group fear that some ASEAN countries may have struck an informal
deal to "help" each other when it comes to dealing with their respective dissidents who often flee to neighbouring countries. No such deal has
been admitted to by any official side.

10 September 2019

Thailand: Ex-PAD leader receives royal pardon
(jk) The co-founder of the People's Alliance for Democracy (PAD), Sondhi Limthongkul, sentenced to 20 years by the Supreme Court in
September 2016, was released from prison last week after receiving a royal pardon. The PAD was formed to lead demonstrations against the
government of Thaksin Shinawatra and is internationally known in particular for seizing Bangkok's major airport in 2008. [Bangkok Post 1]
In 2012, Sondhi was convicted of violating the Securities and Exchange Act but did not actually go to prison as he was out on bail until the
Supreme Court ruled that he must serve 20 years of his sentence in prison. His sentence, as was stated back then, was not to be suspended.
[Khaosod]
In the meantime, Thailand's ex-commerce minister has received an additional 6-year jail sentence on top of his already 42 years received in
2017 over the Yingluck administration's rice-pledging scheme. The verdict by the court’s Criminal Division for Holders of Political Positions was
part of a ruling on an appeal filed by him. [Bangkok Post 2]

10 September 2019

Thailand: Minister in the hot seat after more details on dark past emerge
(jk) Last week, evidence has emerged that the deputy agriculture minister spent four years in a Sydney jail in the 1990s after pleading guilty to
conspiring to import heroin. He was deported upon his release. He was previously questioned on this matter but had so far maintained that
he had been arrested, but never convicted on drug charges while living in Australia. [Sydney Morning Herald]
The story was first discussed back in July after the new Thai cabinet was announced and his name was amongst the ministers. In addition to
the criminal past in Sydney, after returning to Thailand, he was arrested and detained in prison for three years in connection with the murder
of a gay man, but he stated that the Criminal Court eventually acquitted him after finding two other men guilty in the case. [Bangkok Post]
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17 September 2019

Thailand: Constitutional Court declines to rule on incomplete oath
(ls) Thailand’s Constitutional Court last week unanimously declined to rule on a controversy over the new prime minister and his cabinet who
failed to swear the full oath of office before King Maha Vajiralongkorn. The oath omitted the part about upholding the constitution. The
Constitutional Court issued a statement saying the swearing-in was between the King and the cabinet, and that “the oath to the King is
therefore not under the review authority of any agencies under the constitution.” The decision said that the oath-taking concerns an action
which reflects a ‘specific relationship’ between the cabinet and the King and is considered a political issue under an act of government.
[Bangkok Post] [Reuters]

17 September 2019

Thailand: Another small party leaves the government coalition
(ls) Another small party has left the multi-party coalition government in Thailand. The Prachatham Thai Party announced its decision last week
after Deputy Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives Minister Thammanat Prompao – who is himself under pressure over alleged criminal
act in the past – used a metaphor implying that he was a caretaker of monkeys who needed to keep feeding them with bananas. As a
representative from the Palang Pracharat Party, he was assigned to mediate with the small parties which reportedly are unhappy with the lack
of political appointments for them. A few weeks ago, the Thai Civilized Party had already left the coalition. [Bangkok Post] [Straits Times

Thailand: PM ignores incomplete oath taking in parliamentary debate after Court declined to rule on the matter
(jk) After the constitutional court declined to rule on the matter of the incomplete oath as reported last week [Asia in Review No. 38,
September/2019, 3], the country's PM was to face parliament's question's on the issue last week. He however decided not to speak on or
clarify the issue during his remarks.
Instead, Deputy PM Wissanu cited the Constitutional Court's remarks and explained that the oath-taking concerned a "specific relationship"
between the cabinet and the monarchy. [Bangkok Post 1]
In critical commentary in the [Bangkok Post 2], two recent Constitutional Court decisions are looked at from a non-legal perspective. The ruling
on the oath-taking is one of them and the commentator finds it bewildering that the Constitutional Court would decide not to rule on an issue
that clearly deals with an individual (the PM) violating the constitution.
The second ruling regarded PM Prayuth's status as head of the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO) and whether or not it falls within
the definition of "other state official". If he was indeed a state official then, it would have been against regulations to nominate him as the
prime ministerial candidate by the Palang Pracharath Party.
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24 September 2019

The ruling was delivered on Wednesday last week and it came out in favour of the PM as the court ruled he was not a state official. "The
position of the NCPO chief was the result of the seizure of power by coup-makers in 2014. The NCPO chief was not under the command or
supervision of the state, and the position was not appointed by any laws". [Bangkok Post 3]
The commentator again struggles to understand the ruling and cites Thammasat University’s political scientist Prajak Kongkirati asking some
obvious questions: "[Gen Prayut] uses state power but he is not accountable to the state? He was not appointed by any law but issued and
enforced laws concerning all public and private entities as well as the people? He was not legally a state official but received a salary from the
public purse? He held on to power temporarily but stayed on for more than five years, longer than any elected government in Thai political
history?"

Thai police requesting information about minority Muslim students from universities around the country

24 September 2019

(jk) In an effort to create a national security database, police has requested universities to supply information about the "numbers, place of
origin, sect affiliation and other details about Muslim-organized student groups". Muslim student organisations have called the move
discriminatory, as has former Human Rights Commissioner Angkhana Neelapaijit who added that it was "an interference to personal rights and
a discrimination based on religion," and therefore not in line with the country's constitution. [Reuters]

Thailand to open “fake news center” as Southeast Asia tightens duties for social media platforms
(ls) Thailand will open its first anti-fake news center by 1 November 2019. According to Minister of Digital Economy and Society Buddhipongse
Punnakanta, the center will function to combat unverified news circulating on social media platforms. For that purpose, the center will receive
requests and notifications from the public, verify facts and disseminate an “accurate picture” to the public via a new website, Facebook and
the Line chat application. The center’s personnel will come from ministry staff, state enterprise personnel, civic groups, university staff and
the Thai Journalists Association. [Straits Times]
The move comes after Thailand’s telecom regulator, in a late-August meeting with regional counterparts, proposed that all 10 members of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) require internet and streaming video firms to set up domestic “verification centers” to combat
fake news. The opposition raised questions about the government’s impartiality in carrying out this task. [Khaosod English]
Following Thailand’s initiative earlier this year, Southeast Asian governments are jointly preparing steps to take on global tech giants on fake
news issues. These include an effort by Indonesia to join forces with Thailand, Vietnam and the Philippines in demanding action from Google,
Facebook and other companies on content regulation and tax policy. Officials in Cambodia, Indonesia and the Philippines said fake news was
a core national concern. ASEAN countries also discuss the feasibility of content reviewing mechanisms, where if one country decided that
something amounts to disinformation, the social media company would remove it altogether and not just block it locally. [Reuters]
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01 October 2019

Singapore’s Law and Home Affairs Minister K. Shanmugam last week emphasized the threat of foreign interference by disinformation. He said
that this may pose a graver danger than conventional military force in destabilizing a country. The Singaporean government is planning new
legislation to give it powers to “make targeted, surgical interventions, to investigate and respond expeditiously to hostile information
campaigns”. In his speech at RSIS, K. Shanmugam made specific reference to the independent news portal New Naratif, which has been
outspoken against the government in matters of freedom of speech. [South China Morning Post 1] [Ministry of Home Affairs]
Ahead of elections that are expected to be called soon in Singapore, Facebook announced that any person advertising in Singapore about
elections and politics on Facebook or its Instagram app will now have to first confirm their identity and location and disclose who is responsible
for the ad. [South China Morning Post 2]
Rights groups and journalists have repeatedly pointed to Southeast Asian governments themselves as sources of fake news as well as to the
dangers for free speech stemming from anti-fake news laws. [The Atlantic]
01 October 2019

Thailand: MP is found guilty of murder
(ls) In Thailand, a member of parliament for the Pheu Thai party has been found guilty of murder. The Khon Kaen provincial court sentenced
Nawat Tohcharoensuk to death for masterminding the murder of an assistant chief of the Khon Kaen provincial administration organization in
2013. Though the constitution is clear that criminal convictions bar persons from being MPs, the Constitutional Court is expected to clarify
whether the MP is banned immediately or only after.

Thailand: Military reform puts two regiments under His Majesty’s personal control

08 October 2019

(jk) An emergency decree by the government transferred the 1st and 11th Infantry Regiments - the King’s personal and palace bodyguards, to
His Majesty’s personal control. The two regiments form part of the King's Guard within the Royal Thai Armed Forces dedicated to the protection
of the Royal Family. The contingents were previously operated under the regular military chain of command. [Prachatai]
08 October 2019

Thailand: Yala Judge shoots himself to protest alleged interference
(jk) A senior judge in the Thai southern province of Yala has shot himself in the chest at a provincial court after dismissing a case against five
Muslim suspects. He claimed he was pressured to convict the suspects without having seen clear evidence in the case. The judge left a written
statement describing the alleged interference and calling to "return justice to the people" and the "ruling to the judges". He is hospitalised but
since the weekend out of intensive care. [Khaosod] [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Army chief accuses certain politicians of undermining the country

15 October 2019

(ls) In a widely discussed and controversial lecture, the Thai army chief General Apirat Kongsompong accused some politicians, academics and
"old communist elements" of using "hybrid warfare" to undermine the country and the monarchy. In particular, but without naming him, he
referred to Future Forward Party leader Thanathorn Jungroongruangkit. General Apirat said that those involved in supporting domestic unrest
cannot operate without the support of both local people and allies abroad. [Bangkok Post 1]
In a separate development, a sedition complaint by the Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC) was filed with police in Pattani province
against 12 people who shared their views on the constitution during a public discussion. One academic who took part in the discussion referred
to the possibility of amending Section 1 of the constitution, which requires that Thailand remain an indivisible kingdom. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Trafficker gets record 374-year jail sentence, but new report paints a dark picture: 99% of traffickers flout court orders

22 October 2019

(jk) A Thai man has received a record jail sentence of 374 years for child trafficking in Thailand. The case in which a man has lured children into
his house in order to record and then sell child abuse material was the second trafficking case in Thailand in which offenders received a
sentence of more than 300 years in jail, however courts capped actual jailtime at 50 years on both occasions. [South China Morning Post]
Despite instances of successful sentencing such as this, a new Thomson Reuters Foundation report has found that human traffickers in Thailand
have ignored court orders to compensate victims in more than 99% of cases in recent years. Thai courts have ordered pay-outs of over US$4.3
million for damages caused in over 1300 cases since 2014, but the money was only paid in five cases, highlighting a wider problem with the
rule of law, enforcement and accountability. [Reuters]
22 October 2019

Thailand: Future Forward Party standing alone in Parliament
(jk) Thailand's parliament saw a couple of important debates take place this past week. Firstly, the government debated and defended its
emergency decree that put two army units under His Majesty the King’s direct control [see Asia in Review No. 41, October/2019, 2]. The second
important debate regarded the government’s budget of 3.2 trillion baht for the 2020 fiscal year with voting taking place on its first reading.
As for the troop transfer, all but one party - the Future Forward Party (FFP)- voted in favour of the decree. FFP Co-party leader Piyabutr
Saengkanokkul said it was issued in an unnecessary haste and bypassed the usual scrutiny in Parliament, but the bill was passed by 376 to 70,
with two MPs abstaining. The matter is highly sensitive due to the involvement of the monarchy in the issue and FFP's lone stand that even
isolated it within the opposition is yet another sign of its stance against some of the traditional power structures in Thailand. [Khaosod English]
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Party leader Thanathorn, who is still suspended from his MP duties, in the meantime appeared in court for the beginning of his trial brought
against him by the Election Commission of Thailand regarding the question of him holding shares in a media company and therefore not having
been eligible to run for MP in the elections earlier this year. The ruling is expected to be made later in November. [Bangkok Post 1]
The budget-bill passed through first reading of Thai parliament with 251 votes in favor and 234 abstentions. The entire opposition had
announced to abstain beforehand.[Bangkok Post 2]
22 October 2019

Facebook launches a third-party fact-checking programme in Thailand
(jk) According to Facebook, it will work with Agence France-Presse (AFP) and the International Fact Checking Network which provides
certification "to improve the quality and authenticity of stories in the News Feed." With the help of the programme, AFP reviews and rates the
accuracy of stories on Facebook in Thailand which will affect the priorities of a story in a newsfeed or warn individuals who want to share items
if a story has been flagged. Facebook says it looks forward to" exploring more opportunities to expand this scheme locally". [Bangkok Post]

29 October 2019

Thailand: Government coalition wins one seat in by-election
(ls) In a by-election to the Thai parliament, a Future Forward Party candidate was defeated by a politician of Chartthaipattana, a party in the
Palang Pracharath Party-led coalition government. The by-election was called after the previous Future Forward Party MP, who had won the
district earlier this year, resigned due to health problems. The victory for the government camp comes after two small parties each occupying
one parliamentary seat had left the coalition earlier this year. [Bangkok Post]

29 October 2019

Thailand: Oath saga about to be ended
(ls) The House committee on the prevention and suppression of corruption of the Thai parliament has called Prime Minister Prayut Chan-ocha to clarify his failure to complete the recital of the oath of office in July. However, Prayut rejected the call, saying the issue was over already.
In a related ruling by the Constitutional Court earlier this year, the court ahd said oath-taking is a political issue and concerns a “specific
relationship” between the administrative branch and the monarchy. It declined to rule on the matter. [Bangkok Post]

12 November 2019

Thailand: Attack on checkpoint in deep south kills 15
(ls) In Thailand’s southern province of Yala, an attack on a security checkpoint resulted in the death of 15 armed volunteers, leaving five more
injured. Military officials said the separatist group National Revolution Front (BRN) was behind the attack. [Khaosod English]
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In response, a combined force of military rangers and policemen carried out a series of raids at several locations in Yala and Pattani. An
announcement in the Royal Gazette allowed the director of the International Security Command, which is Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha,
to consider a curfew in eight districts, which if approved would take effect on Dec 1. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Constitutional Court removes MP status of Pheua Thai Party MP over murder case

19 November 2019

(jk) The Constitutional Court removed the MP status of a Pheua Thai Party MP last week, following his conviction for murder earlier this year.
The removal of the MP will lead to another by-election. The former MP was found guilty and sentenced to death by the Khon Kaen Criminal
Court last September over masterminding the murder of a local administrative official. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Future Forward Party plans bill seeking to end military conscription

19 November 2019

(jk) The Future Forward Party (FFP) plans a bill seeking to move to a process of recruitment of volunteers rather than military conscription as
part of their vow to reform the military in Thailand. The armed forces have long defended conscription, and still do, insisting it is "necessary
for national security". [Bangkok Post]
FF leader Thanathorn speaks in an interview with [Asia Times] about this, the pro-democracy movement and his personal future in politics
with the one of many legal cases against him being decided this week that may well lead to the end of his status as an MP.
26 November 2019

Thailand: Constitutional Court disqualifies Thanathorn from being MP
(ls) In a long-awaited ruling, Thailand’s Constitutional Court has ruled 7-2 to disqualify Future Forward Party (FFP) leader Thanathorn
Juangroongruangkit as Member of Parliament for having shares in a media company when applying to become MP. Future Forward had a
surprise success in March’s parliamentary election and became an outspoken opposition party, challenging the military and other established
powers. The Bangkok Post has summarized the main arguments of the Court. [Bangkok Post]
Future Forward itself is facing possible dissolution as well. Though the possibility of a confrontation between the establishment and Future
Forward, which received at least 6 million votes in the election, could raise concerns that the cycle of street protests and violence may return
to Thailand. However, activists interviewed say such a scenario is unlikely due to a limited level of willingness to resist. [Khaosod English]

26 November 2019

Thailand: Historic Pope visit
(ls) Last week, Pope Francis visited Thailand. In an audience of about 70,000 people, he expressed concern about the suffering of women,
children and migrants. The Pope met Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha and the Supreme Patriarch, and later had a private audience with His
Majesty the King. The last pope to visit Thailand was Pope Saint John Paul II, who visited the country over four decades ago in 1984. Currently,
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the country’s 388,000-strong Catholic community makes up less than 1% of the population. Most of the country’s Catholics live in the North
and Central regions. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Coalition government suffers defeat in parliament vote on a review committee on Section 44 impacts

03 December 2019

(jk) The opposition in the Thai parliament put forward a motion to review the impacts of section 44 which was voted upon and led to a surprising
defeat for the government after six Democrat Party MPs voted in its favour last week. The immediate response to the loss by the governing
coalition was to request a re-count of the vote which led to protests and a walk-out by many opposition MPs which avoided such re-count.
[Bangkok Post]
The vote again shows how tricky it can be for the government to operate on such a narrow majority. Section 44 empowered the Thai leadership
prior to convening the new cabinet after the 2019 elections to issue essentially any order deemed necessary to prevent any act that undermines
public peace or threatens national security. It was referred to as General Prayuth's "magic wand" and often criticized.

10 December 2019

Thailand: Government coalition defeats “Section 44” motion
(ls) After the week’s surprise win of the opposition in a parliamentary vote over a motion to scrutinize the impacts of orders issued under
Section 44 of Thailand’s interim charter, a second vote last week defeated the motion. Again, the opposition left the chamber before the vote.
However, eleven opposition MPs did not joint their colleagues. The second vote was called after the government whip had invoked parliament
regulation No. 85 which allows for a “recount”. According to observers, the opposition is likely to forward the issue to the Constitutional Court.
[Bangkok Post] [ilaw]
The government coalition relied also on the vote of an MP who has been stripped of his MP status and who faces an arrest warrant issued by
the Supreme Court for his role in disrupting the 2009 ASEAN Summit. How he was able to get into the Parliament undetected has remained
unclear. [The Thaiger]

17 December 2019

Thailand: The beginning of the end of Future Forward?
(jk) With a decision to recommend the dissolution of the Future Forward Party (FFP) last week, the Election Commission of Thailand (ECT) has
set in motion a development that was largely expected by many observers of Thai politics.
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On Wednesday last week, the ECT recommended the FFP's dissolution due to it breaking Political Parties Act by accepting money illegally from
its party chief Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit. In a statement, it said it considered what was meant to be a loan a donation instead and the
amount of it was by far exceeding the allowed amount of 10 million Baht. [Khaosod English]
The ECT itself cannot dissolve the party, but it can make a recommendation and refer the case to the Constitutional Court of Thailand which it
has done. The court has only last month stripped Thanathorn of his MP status [Asia in Review, No. 48, November/2019, 4]. It also has a history
of dissolving non-conformist parties, so FF is understandably worried.
While the government claims it is in no way interfering in this strictly "legal" process, FF claims the case is politically motivated and that the
"donation" was clearly a loan and had been declared as such. Should the court rule to dissolve the party, it would also mean the end of the
political career of its 15 executives under the current circumstances. [Bangkok Post]
In response, on Friday, Thanathorn via his social media account called upon his supporters not to stand for the unfair political tirade against
him and Future Forward. Following his call, an estimated two to three thousand supporters gathered in central Bangkok on Saturday, where
he addressed the crowd and said: “We come together today in a show of force, to show that we will not retreat and will not put up with things
any longer. This is not a day to protect the Future Forward, but a day to protect the future of all Thais.” [Khaosod English]
Police have said they are preparing legal action against the organizers of the political rally for violating laws surrounding public gatherings.
Party members of the ruling coalition have further alleged sedition and advocate for serious consequences for holding one of the biggest
political rallies in Bangkok since the coup in 2014. [Bangkok Post 2, Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: PPRP wins by-election as opposition prepares vote of no-confidence
(ls) Thailand’s ruling Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP) won a seat in a by-election in Khon Kaen province. PPRP was thus able to prevail against
Pheu Thai that could traditionally rely on Khon Kaen as a political base. The election is therefore seen as a possible sign of loosening Pheu Thai
domination in Thailand’s northeast. The by-election was held after a court in September sentenced to death the incumbent Pheu Thai MP
Nawat Tohcharoensuk after finding him guilty of masterminding a murder six years ago. [Bangkok Post 1]
Meanwhile, Pheu Thai announced that it will table a motion for a vote of no-confidence against Prime Minister and Defence Minister Prayut
Chan-o-cha, Deputy PMs Wissanu Krea-ngam and Somkid Jatusripitak, and Foreign Affairs Minister Don Pramudwinai next month. [Bangkok
Post 2]
In a separate development, Future Forward has expelled four renegade MPs after they ahd voted at least twice against the stances of the party
and the opposition whip. They have 30 days to join another party or lose their MP status in which case by-elections will be held to find their
substitutes. [Bangkok Post 3]
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24 December 2019

31 December 2019

Thailand: Journalist gets two years over libelling poultry farm on Twitter
(jk) A Thai court sentenced a Thai TV journalist to two years in prison over defamation charges against a Thai chicken farm. The company
behind the farm made negative headlines in 2016 when a group of migrant workers made a complaint to Thailand's National Human Rights
Commission about conditions there such as 20 hour days work without any days off, confiscating IDs, and paying below the minimum wage.
Previously, a court sentenced the company to pay compensation and dismissed the defamation case brought forward by the company against
the workers. The company however continued to file lawsuits against others who shared the allegations on Twitter for "hurt[ing] the company's
interests" by public statements. Among those are the now sentenced journalist - who is planning to appeal -, as well as former Human Rights
Commissioner Angkhana Neelapaijit. [Bangkok Post]
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22. Vietnam
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Vietnamese cybersecurity law enters into force

09 January 2019

(ls) Vietnam’s new cybersecurity law has entered into force on 1 January. It criminalizes criticizing the government online and forces internet
providers to give authorities’ user data when requested. Last week, the country’s Association of Journalists published a code of conduct
banning reporters from posting information that could “run counter” to the state on social media. The government has asked Facebook and
Google to open offices in Vietnam, and to agree to comply with the new censorship and user data rules. [Guardian] [The Diplomat]
16 January 2019

Vietnam: Facebook accused of violating new cybersecurity law
(jk) As reported previously, Vietnam has a new cybersecurity law that entered into force on January 1st. The law criminalises criticizing the
government online and forces internet providers to bock and delete specific content and hand over user data to the authorities when
requested. Facebook is alleged to have violated Vietnam's new cybersecurity law by allowing users to post anti-government comments on the
platform. The Authority of Broadcasting and Electronic Information in Vietnam has furthermore said Facebook is not paying due taxes in
Vietnam on advertising profits that the company makes in the country and is therefore liable to further damages. Facebook has responded to
the allegations of not removing content by stating it works diligently within the scope of local laws and regulations. Facebook is the second
most-used site after Google in Vietnam and often used as social space to criticise the government. [Financial Times]
With regards to the new cybersecurity law, [Human Rights Watch] has said the European Council and European Parliament should postpone
the ratification of the proposed EU-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement over the issue. The ratification of the deal is supposed to happen before
the European parliamentary elections in May, but despite pressure from business groups, HRW and other Human Rights advocates maintain
the EU should hold back on the ratification until Vietnam addresses human rights concerns which only intensified after the new law came into
force at the beginning of this year.

05 February 2019

Vietnam: More high-profile corruption convictions
(ls) A Vietnamese court jailed two former deputy ministers of the Ministry of Public Security and a business tycoon amid a widening crackdown
on corruption. The former officials were accused of failing to prevent the businessman from illegally taking over state assets, causing combined
losses of over 1.1 trillion dong ($47.41 million) to the state budget. The Vietnamese government has launched investigations into hundreds of
public officials accused of mismanagement, with several executives at state-owned enterprises, including one former politburo member, being
jailed for mismanagement or embezzlement. [Reuters]
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Vietnam: Rumours about Secretary General and President Nguyen Phu Trong’s absence

07 May 2019

(jk) After missing several high-level meetings of late, in addition to rumours of having suffered a stroke earlier in April, the Vietnamese President
and Secretary General is rumoured to be retreating from his role due to ill health. Irrespective of these developments, the next Communist
Party of Vietnam Congress is scheduled to be held in January 2021. Due to term limitations, it is already clear that a new Secretary General
will be anointed. [ISEAS]
14 May 2019

Vietnam: Another pair of online activists sent behind bars
(ls) A Vietnamese court has jailed two activists on charges of publishing damaging anti-state propaganda about the communist-run country.
The women, Vu Thi Dung and Nguyen Thi Ngoc Suong, were sentenced to six and five years respectively for posting videos and articles on
Facebook against proposed special economic zones and the country’s new cybersecurity law. [Yahoo]

Vietnam ranked as 176th out of 180 countries in the 2019 World Press Freedom Index
(cl) Vietnam’s media environment is one of the harshest in Asia, according to the US government-funded rights group, Freedom House, which
labelled the Press Freedom Status in the country as “not free”. Recently, Vietnam was ranked 176th out of 180 countries in the 2019 World
Press Freedom Index. [Reporters without Borders] Reporters without Borders, which published the annual list, said the “level of terror has
risen sharply in the past two years, with many citizen-journalists being jailed or expelled in connection with their posts”. At least 30 journalists
and bloggers are now held in Vietnam’s jails, where mistreatment is common, it added. [Reporters without Borders 2]
According to Human Rights Watch, Vietnam’s government remains “one of the most intolerant in the region”. [Human Rights Watch] Various
journalists stated that local reporters are issued guidelines on reporting and government minders accompany journalists during reporting trips.
They added that representatives of foreign media reporting outside the capital need official permission to travel and are asked to list specific
details of their interviews, including questions to be asked. [Aljazeera]
Authorities have also been accused of using intimidation tactics against journalists, while strict surveillance has forced many into selfcensorship and caused “fear and paranoia”. The government and ruling party own most of the country’s press, and while there are several
privately-owned news outlets, they are tightly controlled by the state. [International Media Support]
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21 May 2019

Vietnam: Facebook increased content blocking by 500% in second half of 2018

28 May 2019

(ls) Facebook increased the amount of content it restricted access to in Vietnam by over 500% in the last half of 2018. Facebook’s said it had
made restrictions based on reports from Vietnam’s information and security ministries. The increase happened at a time when Vietnam was
tightening internet restrictions, culminating in a cyber security law that came into effect this January. [Reuters]
11 June 2019

Vietnamese activist sentenced to six years in prison for online posts
(jk) An environmental activist has been sentenced to six years in prison for "anti-state" posts on Facebook. He was arrested in September last
year and according to his indictment last week, he urged and incited protests on social media. [Reuters] The sentencing is yet another example
of a trend in Vietnam towards harsher penalties and shrinking tolerance on behalf of the government towards citizens expressing critical
thoughts online.

Vietnam: 12-year jail term handed to Australian retiree in Vietnam for “terrorist activities against the state”

19 November 2019

(jk) A 70-year old Vietnamese-Australian retiree was convicted over his membership of the Viet Tan political party, which is critical of the
Vietnamese government. It is proscribed as a terrorist organisation in Vietnam since 2016. According to the police statement he gave US$400
to a second party to fund the operations of Viet Tan. [South China Morning Post]
Vietnam jails US national for 'state overthrow plot'

25 June 2019

(jk) A Vietnam court has sentenced a US citizen to 12 years in prison after finding him guilty of attempting to "overthrow the state". The man
was born in Vietnam, but has lived in the US since he was a child and was arrested in July 2018 during a private visit to Vietnam. He was now
sentenced after he pleaded guilty to wanting to incite protests in Vietnam. [SCMP]
26 November 2019

Vietnam: More bloggers facing prosecution
(ls) Vietnamese authorities continue to crack down on government critics. Last week, police arrested blogger and independent journalist Pham
Chi Dung, accusing him of “dangerous” anti-state actions, including “fabricating, storing, and disseminating information, as well as other
materials opposing the Vietnamese government.” He is the founder and president of the outlawed Independent Journalist Association of
Vietnam. [VOA]
This week, blogger Pham Van Diep is facing trial on charges of posting, liking, and sharing information on Facebook in violation of article 117
of Vietnam’s penal code, which criminalizes publication or distribution of information “that aims to oppose the State of the Socialist Republic
of Vietnam.” He had repeatedly used blogs, and later his Facebook account, to address human rights abuses. [Human Rights Watch]
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03 December 2019

Vietnam jails 3 more activists over political Facebook posts
(jk) Three people have been jailed for anti-government posts on Facebook deemed to defame the ruling Communist Party and the state last
week. Earlier in November, two others had been jailed on similar charges and an Amnesty International spokesman said previously that at
least 16 people had been arrested this year prior to that. [Reuters]

31 December 2019

Vietnam: Former minister sentenced to life imprisonment
(fs) A Vietnamese court sentenced the former minister of information and communications for life in a corruption case that also included over
a dozen other official executives who received lengthy prison terms. He was sentenced for taking bribes during his time in office in the range
of US$ 3 million to manage the purchase of the digital television service AVG on behalf of the state-owned mobile network operator MobiFone.
[Vietnam News]
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23. Timor-Leste/Bhutan/Brunei/PNG
Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

Press freedom becomes an issue of controversy in Timor-Leste

12 February 2019

(zf) After the abrupt removal of the president of Timor-Leste’s public television network (RTTL), the issue of press freedom has become a topic
of controversy for the small island nation. The dismissal, as per government sources, is the result of an official audit that allegedly found
organizational irregularities that took place under the watch of its former president, Mr. Gil Di Costa. With that said, some critics are claiming
more nefarious political motivations may be at play. The first concern deals with a possible conflict of interest: the government decided to
appoint the same individual that lead the government audit to become the new president of RTTL. Secondly, some claim that the former
president was fired after he rebuffed government overtures to meddle in the network’s editorial content. In a statement, Di Costa claims
political interference was rampant and that his dismissal was a direct result of his attempts to maintain an independent press. In a counterstatement, the new head of RTTL acknowledged the complaints and committed the organization to continued improvement. [Global Voices]

Brunei: New law includes death penalty by stoning for adultery and homosexuality
(ls) Beginning on 3 April, statutes allowing the death penalty by stoning for adultery and gay sex will go into effect in Brunei, according to an
announcement posted by the country’s attorney general last year that has only recently received notice. The country announced already back
in 2013 that it intended to create harsh Islamic laws that included statutes allowing stoning and amputation but has now moved forward with
these plans. [New York Times]
Homosexuality is already illegal in Brunei, with a punishment of up to 10 years in prison. The new law will apply to Muslims and non-Muslims
alike. Observes, however, do not expect that stoning will actually be executed. Brunei has had the death penalty on the books since it was a
British protectorate, but in practice executions are not typically carried out.
In response to the news, American actor George Clooney has called for a boycott of nine Brunei-owned hotels, including the Beverly Hills Hotel
in Los Angeles. [South China Morning Post]
In a government statement, Brunei defended the move. “The (Sharia) Law, apart from criminalizing and deterring acts that are against the
teachings of Islam, also aims to educate, respect and protect the legitimate rights of all individuals, society or nationality of any faiths and
race,” the statement said. [Reuters]
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02 April 2019

07 May 2019

Brunei extends death penalty moratorium to cover recent sharia laws
(jk) Brunei decided at the beginning of April it will include the death penalty by stoning as a punishment for adultery and gay sex, which has
led to a global backlash including a campaign to boycott Brunei-owned hotels. As AiR has written then [AiR 1/4], it was not to be expected that
Brunei would carry out any death sentences, however. Its last known execution has been carried out in 1957 when it still was a British
protectorate. This has now been confirmed by Brunei’s Sultan, who has extended a moratorium on the death penalty to this legislation. [The
Scoop]

Timor-Leste wants to become world's first plastic-neutral nation / regulations on shipments of plastic waste

21 May 2019

(jk) Timor-Leste has signed a memorandum of understanding with Australia based Mura Technology for the development of a $US40 million
chemical recycling plant. It aims to recycle all its plastic waste turning 100 percent of used plastic into new products rather than producing
waste. [University of Sydney]
According to scientists, over eight million tonnes of plastic are dumped in the world's oceans each year. Asian countries such as China, Vietnam,
Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand are among the main polluters as in some cases, in addition to their own waste, other countries export
their rubbish in particular to Southeast Asian nations. Last week, the UN agreed to amend the Basel Convention to make global trade in plastic
waste more transparent and regulate it better to curb such trade. This step, as well as the plant that is planned to begin to operate in 2020 in
Timor-Leste are small but hopeful steps in improving plastic waste management. [Straits Times] Thailand, another country heavily involved in
producing plastic waste, recently set a target to recycle all plastic in the country by 2030. [Bangkok Post]
Incidentally, ties between the Philippines and Canada have been deteriorating since a Canadian company sent 100 shipping containers that
included rotting rubbish wrongly labelled as recyclable to Philippine ports in 2013 and 2014. In April, Duterte threatened to unilaterally ship
the rubbish back to Canada. [New York Times].
While Canada has since said it is working to arrange for the containers’ return since Manila set a May 15 deadline, it has not said when exactly
this would happen. [Channel News Asia] On Thursday, Philippine Foreign Secretary Teodoro Locsin said letters recalling the ambassador and
consults to Canada have been sent as Canada missed the May 15 deadline.

04 June 2019

James Marape new PM of Papua New Guinea
(jk) After (now former) Papua New Guinea PM Peter O’Neill formally resigned twice in one week due to losing the support of parliament a
number of alleged corruption embroilments [A Times], a new PM has officially taken over. While a deal with French oil and gas company Total
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on Papua LNG, worth $US12 billion-$US14 billion and set to double the country’s gas exports, stood at the centre of O'Neill's departure, the
transition to Marape went comparatively smoothly and stands in stark contrast to the way O’Neill assumed power in 2011. Optimistic observers
are hoping for a moderate reformer who will guide the country at least until the next national elections in 2022. [Financial Review]
11 June 2019

Bhutan decriminalizes gay sex
(ls) Bhutan’s lower house overwhelmingly voted last Friday to repeal two sections of the 2004 criminal code which made “unnatural sex” illegal.
The law had never been used, but Finance Minister Namgay Tshering, who submitted the recommendation to repeal sections 213 and 214,
said they had become “a stain” on the country’s reputation. Especially in Bhutan’s rural areas, transgender people still face discrimination.
[Channel News Asia]

03 September 2019

East Timor: 20 years of independence
(ls) The current developments in Papua remind of events two decades ago in what is now East Timor. The country just celebrated 20 years
since a UN-backed vote ended a decades-long occupation by Indonesian forces and paved the way for it to become an independent nation.
However, there has been little justice for the families of those killed in a wave of bloodshed unleashed by the Indonesian army after the 1999
independence vote. Efforts to prosecute army commanders for crimes against humanity have largely been unsuccessful. East Timor, or TimorLeste, was recognized as an independent state in 2002. [Channel News Asia]
The Timorese independence movement Fretilin began to oppose Portuguese colonialism in the early 1970s, while developing a revolutionary
program that included the emancipation of women. The Conversation offers an overview of the historic events that unfolded since then. [The
Conversation]

22 October 2019

PNG: Bougainville independence vote to go ahead
(jk) The vote in Papua New Guinea’s autonomous region of Bougainville, which is feared to trigger separation negotiations to create a new
nation, will go ahead as per the agreement between the Government of Papua New Guinea and the Autonomous Bougainville Government
despite having been delayed twice over funding issues. The vote, now to be held later next month and in December, is not binding and the
final say on independence will remain with the Government of Papua New Guinea. To overcome a funding gap, the United States, Australia,
New Zealand and Japan, added around US$2 million to the US$5+ million that PNG has contributed.
The widely expected outcome of the referendum is that the people of Bougainville will vote for some form of independence by a large margin,
its anticipated success as an independent nation state however is widely disputed. [Reuters] [Lowy Institute for background]
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Papua New Guinea: Bougainville votes overwhelmingly for independence
(jk) As reported back in October, Bougainville, belonging to Papua New Guinea, has now held a referendum over a two-week period on the
question of independence from PNG. While the vote is non-binding and the final say on independence will remain with the Government of
Papua New Guinea, it was widely expected that the people of Bougainville will overwhelmingly vote for independence. [Asia in Review No. 43,
October/2019, 4]
Now, with voting ending last week, the results are in and over 97% have cast their vote in favor of independence. The autonomous region of
Bougainville will now start negotiations with the PNG government which has to approve of independence, making this particular outcome - at
least for the foreseeable future - unlikely. [Sydney Morning Herald]
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II.

International Relations, Geopolitics and Security in Asia

Entry/Link(s)

Date of issue

China-Nepal railway taking shape?

01 January 2019

(ls) As China will likely finish its new railway to the Chinese-Nepali border in 2020, the question whether Nepal is willing to extend the line on
its territory to reach Kathmandu becomes increasingly important. The benefit for Nepal would be a second sea access besides the one leading
through India. Moreover, trade with China would be facilitated. On the other hand, the costs of building the railway through the Himalayan
mountains leave the question of financing still unanswered. Rubeena Mahato discusses the advantages and challenges of the project.
[Firstpost]

Japan-Russia relations: Moscow plans to boost missile defense capabilities on disputed islands

01 January 2019

(dql) In a move expected to further strain Japanese-Russian relations, Moscow is considering to increase its missile defense capabilities on the
disputed isles off Hokkaido in northern Japan by 2020, according to a Russian government document. The plan reveals that Russia views the
strategic importance of the islands for defending the Sea of Okhotsk and its nuclear force stronghold as well as for countering the increasing
U.S. military presence in the area. [Mainichi]

India and Bhutan review hydropower projects and agree to cooperate on space exploration

01 January 2019

(ls) India and Bhutan reviewed the progress of hydroelectric projects in the Himalayan nation during a meeting between Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and his Bhutanese counterpart Lotay Tshering in New Delhi. New Delhi has set up three hydroelectric projects in Bhutan. About
three-fourth of the power generated is exported to India and the rest is used for domestic consumption. Moreover, PM Modi said that a ground
station will be soon be developed in Bhutan by the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) to reap the benefits of the South Asian Satellite.
[NDTV]
01 January 2019

China-US relations: Trade talks progressing
(dql) In the latest development of the trade dispute between China and the USA, both sides confirmed progress in trade talks following the
Buenos Aires ‘G20 truce’, a suspension of news tariffs until 1 March 2019 [AiR 1/12/2018]. Referring to a phone call between him and Chinese
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President Xi at the weekend, Trump tweeted “big progress being made”, while China’s Foreign Ministry confirmed that “China stands ready to
work with the US to implement the important consensus reached by President Xi Jinping and President Trump in Argentina.” [BBC]
In a related development, Beijing announced that the country’s new intellectual property (IP) court will begin hearing cases in January, a move
to demonstrate efforts to better safeguard intellectual property rights and to appease Washington which has long complained about the
insufficient protection of IP rights in China. Institutionally, the new appeals court will be a court on national level within the Supreme People's
Court. It is expected that the court will provide more consistent criteria for adjudication in intellectual property cases aimed at strengthening
judicial protection of intellectual property and further improving China's legal environment to promote scientific and technological innovation.
[Straits Times]
Earlier last week, the government submitted a bill for a new foreign investment law to the Standing Committee of the National People's
Congress, containing provisions aimed at better protecting foreign companies' intellectual property, including prohibiting forced technology
transfer from foreign firms to their Chinese partners. [CNN]
01 January 2019

China: Military aircraft surveillance flights over South Korea and Japan
(dql) Believed to be a move to boost surveillance of Japan and South Korea, a Chinese military aircraft, presumably a Shaanxi Y-9 electronic
warfare and surveillance plane aircraft, last week flew into the country's air defense identification zones. South Korea's joint chiefs of staff
confirmed that the aircraft entered South Korea’s air defence identification zone on three separate occasions, without providing any notice of
its intent. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, Japan’s Ministry of Defense (MoD) informed that the country's Air Self-Defense Force scrambled fighter jets to intercept the
Shaanxi Y-9 surveillance plane while it was crossing the Tsushima Strait which connects the Sea of Japan, the Yellow Sea, and the East China
Sea . [The Diplomat]

01 January 2019

India opens battle-ready bridge on border with China
(ls) India opened its longest rail and road bridge in northeastern Assam state as part of efforts to boost defences on its sensitive border with
China. The Bogibeel bridge has been designed so fighter jets can land on it and heavy battle tanks cross on their way to Arunachal Pradesh,
which borders China. Prime Minister Narendra Modi drove along the 4.9km (three mile) long bridge over the Brahmaputra river to inaugurate
the project which has taken nearly two decades and US$800 million to complete. [South China Morning Post]
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China’s military modernization: Most powerful rail gun mounted on warship gone to sea

01 January 2019

(dql) China is reportedly in possession of a futuristic electromagnetic railgun that may already be the most powerful cannon to ever roam the
high seas.
First tested in 2014, China is believed to have successfully mounted the weapon on a navy warship for the first time toward the end of last
year, when sea trials are suspected to have first started. [National Interest] [Business Insider]
01 January 2019

India says it did not demand military outpost in the Maldives
(ls) Indian official sources said that the government has not sought the building of any kind of military facility in return for granting $1.4 billion
assistance to the Maldives during Maldivian President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih’s visit in New Delhi two weeks ago. There were reports that
India was pressing for setting up a military base in the island nation in exchange for the financial package to the country which is suffering from
a financial crisis, allegedly partly due to Chinese debts. [Times of India]

01 January 2019

TPP comes into force
(dql) The Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement took effect Sunday, creating a free trade bloc that accounts for 13% of the world’s gross domestic
product, with Australia, Canada, Japan, Mexico, Singapore and New Zealand as 'starting six' trading under TPP-rules, Vietnam joining them on
January 19 and Brunei, Chile, Malaysia and Peru following after they ratify the agreement. [Straits Times]

09 January 2019

China-Taiwan relations: Tensions to rise
(dql) Already strained cross-strait relations are expected to worsen following Xi Jinping’s first public speech in 2019 last Wednesday delivered
on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the ‘Letter to the Taiwanese Compatriots’ of the Standing Committee of China's National People's
Congress (NPC) on 1 January 1979 which called for the realization of peaceful reunification of the motherland.
Addressing the Taiwanese people under the vision of the grand rejuvenation of the Chinese nation in the new era of which unification is an
“inevitable requirement”, Xi reiterated Beijing’s offer for peaceful unification on the basis of the ‘One-country-two-systems’ model as the only
possible way to “accommodate Taiwan’s reality and safeguard the interests and benefits of Taiwan compatriots.” Reassuring that “Taiwan is a
part of China, …, a fact nobody and no force can change”, and although he refrained from making overt threats against Taiwan, he did not fail
to stress that China “does not promise to give up the use of military force in order retain all necessary alternative measures in countering
external intervening powers and the few ‘Taiwan Independence’-separatists and their separatist movements." [BBC] [Xinhua, for the speech
in Chinese]
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Defying Xi’s speech, Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen declared that Taiwan would never agree to unification under the ‘One-country-twosystems’ framework. [The Diplomat] This stance is echoed in her New Year speech held a day ahead of Xi’s speech in which she had demanded
Beijing to accept “Four Musts” including facing the reality of the existence of the Republic of China (Taiwan); respecting the commitment of
the 23 million people of Taiwan to freedom and democracy; handling cross-strait differences peacefully, on a basis of equality; and agreeing
that it must be governments or government-authorized agencies that engage in negotiations. [Focus Taiwan] [China Gate, for the speech in
Chinese]
In a latest development, Xi Jinping in a speech two days after his ‘Taiwan’ speech at a meeting attended by top officials from the Central
Military Commission, which he heads as chairman, instructed that “all military units must correctly understand major national security and
development trends, and strengthen their sense of unexpected hardship, crisis and battle” and to be prepared for war in the wake of
unprecedented risks and challenges. [South China Morning Post]
09 January 2019

China’s advancement in space exploration: Far moon side landing
(dql) Marking a major breakthrough in space exploration, the China's Chang'e-4 lunar exploration mission successfully landed for the first time
in history a spacecraft and rover on the far side of the moon, equipped with instruments allowing for analyses of the unexplored region's
geology and biological experiments. [BBC]
With China’s bold plans for future space activities including the landing of a rover on the Mars in 2021 and of astronauts on the Moon in 2030,
analysts believe that Beijing’s move may also set the stage for a race for space exploration and domination between the US, Russia and China.
[The Atlantic] [The Week]

China-US relations: Trade negotiations clouded by US warship sailing near disputed islands in South China Sea

09 January 2019

(dql) A ‘freedom of navigation’ operation of guided-missile destroyer USS McCampbell near of the Paracel Islands claimed by China has clouded
the start of trade talks for which Chinese and American officials met on Monday in Beijing to potentially resolve the trade war between the
world’s two biggest economies after U.S. President Donald Trump and Chinese President Xi Jinping at the sidelines of the G20 summit in
December agreed to suspend import tariffs on hundreds of billions worth of goods for 90 days. [Reuters]

Japan-South Korea relations in a ‘severe state’, says Japanese top government spokesman
(dql) The relations between Japan and South Korea are deteriorating rapidly over the issue of compensation for wartime forced labor, causing
Japan’s top government spokesman to describe the ties between both countries being in a ‘severe state’. [Straits Times]
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09 January 2019

Tokyo and Seoul have sparred over rulings of South Korea's Supreme Court requiring Japanese firms to pay compensation to Koreans forced
into labor during Japan's colonial rule from 1910 and 1945.
In the latest development of this diplomatic quarrel, lawyers of the South Korean plaintiffs, last week launched legal procedures to seize assets
belonging to Nippon Steel & Sumitomo Metal Corp. in South Korea after the company refused to comply with a ruling of the Supreme Court in
October 2018 sentencing it to pay 89.400 USD to each of the four plaintiffs. [Korea Times]
Reacting to this move taken by the plaintiffs, Prime Minister Abe announced that he has instructed concerned government agencies “to review
specific measures regarding the case" in order to “take actions with fortitude based on international laws”. [Korea Herald 1]
In another development signaling deteriorating relations between Japan and South Korea, Seoul released a video clip to rebut Tokyo’s claim
that a South Korean warship had locked fire-control radar on a Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force patrol aircraft which flew over a South
Korean military vessel on December 20. Seoul demanded that Tokyo, which earlier had released footage to back up the claim, to “cease actions
that warp the facts and apologize for carrying out a low-altitude flight toward our warship that was on a humanitarian rescue operation.”
[Korea Herald 2][Mainichi] [AiR 4/12/2018]
09 January 2019

Improving Pakistan – UAE relations due to financial difficulties?
(jk) As previously reported, the United Arab Emirates is providing a 6 billion USD financial aid package out of which 3 billion USD have thus far
materialised to help address Pakistan’s balance-of-payments crisis. Pakistan’s leader PM Khan has been to the UAE twice since he took office
in August, and last weekend, the Abu-Dhabi Crown Prince visited Islamabad for the first time in 12 years amid intensifying ties between the
two countries. Support from the UAE has the same size and terms and conditions as those given by Saudi Arabia. According to a Pakistani
cabinet member, the total financing support from the UAE and Saudi Arabia is to be around $14bn. [Dawn] PM Khan is seen to have few other
options than to make friends with those who are willing to help with Pakistan’s financial problems. China too, has allegedly pledged another
$2bn dollars recently to avoid an economic crisis [SCMP]. The deals with the Saudi / UAE axis are welcomed at home, but it remains a
complicated matter as Pakistan also has important energy trade relations with Qatar, which is of course blockaded by a group of countries led
by precisely these two nations. Also, the first foreign leader Khan met as PM was Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif – a relationship that
Saudi’s and the Emirate’s would like to see cool. [Dawn II]

09 January 2019

India-Maldives cooperation
(jk) AiR has been reporting on the shifting external relations of the Maldives since the end of former President Yameen’s rule. New President
Solih recently reaffirmed an “India First policy” which has led to cooperation agreements on economic assistance, mutual visa facilitation
programmes, maritime security cooperation, joint counter-terror efforts, or Male’s support of India’s candidature for non-permanent seat for
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the year 2020-21 at the UNSC. India supported the Maldives’ decision to re-join the Commonwealth and welcomed the Maldives’ membership
to the Indian Ocean Rim Association late last year, an inter-governmental organisation aimed at strengthening regional cooperation and
sustainable development within region. It currently has 22 members and nine dialogue partners. [New Delhi Times]

ASEAN diplomats worried about Thailand’s Chairmanship in challenging times

09 January 2019

(ls) Diplomats of ASEAN countries have expressed worries whether Thailand can handle the ASEAN chairmanship alongside the upcoming
general election and possible domestic trouble. As reported late last year, the first ASEAN Summit in Thailand has been set for late June to
avoid a power vacuum during the formation of the new government after the election. Usually, ASEAN hosts two summits a year – the first
one is an in-house summit due in March or April and the final one is with dialogue partners, including leaders of superpowers, in November.
[The Nation]
09 January 2019

Chinese railway project in Malaysia may go ahead in smaller scale
(ls) A controversial China-backed infrastructure project that Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad put on the back burner after his
election victory may continue on a smaller scale. Mahatir said the 80 billion ringgit (US$19.3 billion) East Coast Rail Link (ECRL) project, which
was out for tender when it was dropped, could continue if Beijing took into account the tough economic situation Malaysia was in. In
suspending the project, Mahathir had earned a reputation for being willing to stand up to China. Beijing, for its part, has publicly accepted that
Malaysia is attempting to reduce its ballooning national debt. [South China Morning Post]

Dispute between Hong Kong and Philippines over life-long imprisonments

09 January 2019

(ls) Hong Kong’s Chief Executive Carrie Lam Cheng Yuet-ngor has written to the Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte to raise concerns about
four Hong Kong citizens jailed for life on dubious drug charges in the Philippines, making the case a top-level diplomatic issue. The charges
appear possibly false as Philippine police chief Ronald dela Rosa, who is now running for a Senate seat, invited journalists to witness the arrest
of the suspects, but initially could not find any evidence. Only after the suspects were taken briefly to a room with no light, then escorted back
out, were drugs found in their bags. [South China Morning Post]

Indonesia stops sending students to Taiwan through internship program amid forced labour allegations
(cc) Indonesian foreign ministry spokesman Armanatha Nasir announced that Indonesia is halting recruitment for the New Southbound Policy
(NSP) scholarship program, a study-internship scheme that started in 2017 at the initiative of the Taiwanese administration. The move follows
reports from Taiwanese media last week of hundreds of students from the program being allegedly forced to work in factories. In a statement
on Thursday, the Taiwanese Education Minister denied the allegations. Indonesia also asked Taipei to investigate the media reports. Currently,
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approximately 6,000 Indonesians are studying in Taiwan and almost 1,000 of them have been sent through the NSP. [The Jakarta Post]
[SCMP] [Reuters] [The Straits Times]
09 January 2019

Japan-India relations: Deepening security cooperation
(dql) Japan’s Foreign Minister Taro Kono and his Indian counterpart Sushma Swaraj announced on Monday an agreement to deepen security
cooperation in the framework of an upgraded 'two-plus-two' ministerial and vice-ministerial level security talks. They also agreed to include in
the increased cooperation the areas of space and cyberspace. [Japan Times]

India will start receiving S-400s in 2020 and will continue to seek a waiver for potential US sanctions – which it is likely to receive. 09 January 2019
(jk) India will begin receiving the first parts of the Russian made S-400 Air Defence System in October 2020 and delivery will be completed by
2023. [The Diplomat] It is not clear yet, whether New Delhi will be able to secure a waiver from U.S. sanctions under CAATSA—the Countering
America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act, which foresees sanctions for states that purchase arms from Russia.
As [AiR] has pointed out before, India, which has a long history of purchasing Russian arms, is also a major defence partner of the United States
and a strategic and vital partner in the US administration’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific approach. It is therefore likely that India will receive a
waiver for the S-400s despite the fact the China did not when it signed the contract to purchase the weaponry in 2015 as the first foreign buyer
of the system. The People's Liberation Army (PLA) which has received the last shipments of the weaponry from Russia in July, has recently
successfully tested the system. [Economic Times] In China’s case, as pointed out in the article above, sanctions were implemented only at the
time when it took delivery of the units, rather than when it signed the deal. For India, this suggests that if sanctions are at all to be implemented,
this would not happen until at least October 2020.
09 January 2019

China building 'most advanced' naval warships for Pakistan
(jk) China has started building an advanced warship that would be delivered to Pakistan as part of a major arms deal. [Economic Times] The
Pakistan Navy has ordered four of those vessels, in addition to eight Chinese submarines which Pakistan has ordered for US$6 billion back in
2015. [NYT] It is not yet known how much the ships will cost but the purchase surely comes at a financially difficult time for Pakistan. The
vessels will be the most capable ships in the Pakistan Navy and will supposedly be delivered by 2021. [The Week]

Saudi Arabia and U.A.E. provide financial support for Pakistan – and also invest in India
(ls) Saudi Arabia plans to set up a $10 billion oil refinery in Pakistan’s deepwater port of Gwadar in the framework of the China Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC). Last year, Riad already offered a $6 billion package that included help to finance crude imports. Beijing has pledged
$60 billion as part of the CPEC. Since the government of Prime Minister Imran Khan came to power in August, Pakistan has secured economic
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assistance packages from Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and China, while Islamabad is also in talks with the International Monetary
Fund for a rumored US$7 billion bailout. [Reuters]
The United Arab Emirates (U.A.E.) pledged to provide a US$6.2 billion lifeline courtesy. The package, which will include US$3.2 billion of oil
supplies on deferred payment, was finalized during a meeting between Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed and Pakistani
Prime Minister Imran Khan on Sunday. The agreement also includes the building of an oil refinery in Pakistan. Last month, the state-run Abu
Dhabi Fund for Development said it would deposit US$3 billion in the State Bank of Pakistan to enhance liquidity and foreign currency reserves.
[South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, Pakistan’s main rival, India, is also set to extend its economic cooperation with gulf states. The U.A.E. and Saudi Arabia have
decided to make India as a base for food security for the countries and plan to invest in both organic and food processing industries. India has
recently announced a new agricultural exports policy which removes restrictions on the export of both organic and horticultural products. The
U.A.E. and Saudi Arabia want to invest in both kinds of products. [Economic Times]
16 January 2019

Iran and India boost bilateral trade as EU struggles with US sanctions
(ls) India and Iran pledged to continue to develop trade between the two countries, at a time when the European Union struggles to find a way
to circumvent a fresh US embargo on Teheran. India, which imports around 80 per cent of its oil needs, recently signed a deal with Iran to buy
crude in rupees rather than US dollars, helping it get around the sanctions. The Indian government also allowed the Iranian Bank Pasargad to
open a branch in India's financial capital of Mumbai. Moreover, India recently took over the running of part of Iran's Chabahar Port, in the Gulf
of Oman. [Straits Times]

16 January 2019

Rohingya crisis
(cc) While the government of Bangladesh suspended plans for the repatriation and relocation of the hundreds of thousands of Rohingyas
ethnic people who fled a violent crackdown and continuous discrimination in Myanmar to Bangladesh during the political campaign for the
11th Parliamentary elections, the crisis is far from being over. Indeed, the situation in Rakhine State is deteriorating as clashes between the
Arakan Army and the Tatmadaw intensified.
A meeting of Bangladesh’s National Task Force for Rohingya Refugee response was held on January 10 to review the situation and organize
the strategy to resolve the crisis. While a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed between the two countries in November 2017,
the implementation of its provisions is continuously delayed and an attempt of repatriation of a first batch of Rohingya to Myanmar in
November 2018 was halted as the refugees refused to go back. In addition to the new arrivals from Myanmar, Rohingya people who previously
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found refuge in India are now fleeing to Bangladesh as they fear to be deported back to Myanmar as the government there intensified its
crackdown on illegal migrants. [The Irrawaddy]
Furthermore, Saudi Arabia deported at least 13 Rohingya, who had Bangladeshi passports, to Bangladesh and the kingdom could do the same
with more people from the persecuted minority who are currently held in detention camps in Jeddah. While prior to 2011, Rohingya people
were given residency permits in Saudi Arabia as they are stateless Muslim, the Kingdom is now allegedly registering them as Indian, Pakistani,
Bangladeshi or Nepalese rather than as Rohingya. [Daily Star]
While Myanmar’s government is still blocking her access to Rakhine State, Yanghee Lee, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human
rights in Myanmar will visit Thailand, then Bangladesh this month before presenting her findings at the next session of the Human Rights
Council in March. [Dhaka Tribune]
16 January 2019

Chinese investors interested in Philippines’ Subic Bay
(jk) The Philippine government is looking for a new investor for a major shipyard at Subic Bay. Subic Bay was once the location of a major
United States Navy facility, the U.S. Naval Base Subic Bay. At least two major Chinese shipbuilders are interested in investing in Hanjin
Philippines, a South Korean shipbuilder, after it defaulted on the re-payment of bank loans and other debt last week. [PhilStar] In addition to
the symbolic meaning of China taking over a shipyard at a former US Navy base, a former Philippine Navy chief has warned over the security
and strategic implications of a Chinese takeover. [Business Inquirer]

16 January 2019

China-US trade war: Breakthrough in sight?
(dql) Resumed after the agreement between Presidents Xi and Trump in the December to suspend new tariffs for 90 days, Beijing and
Washington expressed satisfaction about the progress of trade talks made. While China’s Commerce Ministry confirmed that the latest round
of talks on vice-ministerial level last week “established a foundation for the resolution of each others’ concerns”, Trump voiced optimism that
the US is “going to be able to do a deal with China”. [CNBC] [Straits Times]
Meanwhile, China released low export and import numbers suggesting a rapid weakening of the country’s economy due to the impact the
China-US trade war. According to China’s General Administration of Customs, total exports fell to 221.25 billion USD, a decrease of 1.4% from
November and 4.4% from the same month in 2017 while total imports dropped to 164.19 billion USD in December, 10% and 7.6% lower
compared with last month and a year earlier respectively. [South China Morning Post]
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Inter-Korean relations thawing: South Korean defence white paper does not call North Korea ‘enemy’

16 January 2019

(dql) Signaling a continued thaw in inter-Korean relations since the diplomatic efforts in 2018, South Korea’s defence white paper 2019
refrained from designating of North Korea as ‘enemy’ for the first time since 2010. The document, however, states that Pyongyang’s weapons
of mass destruction remained a threat, while acknowledging 14 kinds of ballistic missiles that the North is believed to possess or to develop,
including ICBMs that the country test-launched last year, as well as a “considerable amount of highly enriched uranium.” [South China Morning
Post]
The white paper comes days after South Korea’s Ambassador to the U.S. last week expressed his believe in a second summit between North
Korean leader Kim Jong-un and US President Donald Trump following the former’s trip to Beijing which analysts believe was made to coordinate
with Beijing to the impending summit. [Washington Post] [Time]

Pakistan arrests suspects in Chinese consulate case, blames India for supporting the attack

16 January 2019

(ls) Pakistan investigators have arrested five suspects charged with aiding a group accused of attacking the Chinese consulate in Karachi last
year, killing two civilians and two policemen. Official sources claimed that the detainees were linked to the Baluch Liberation Army (BLA), a
Baluchistan-based militant group which took responsibility for the attack on the Chinese consulate at the time. [South China Morning Post 1]
The Pakistani police alleged that the attack was planned in Afghanistan with the support of India’s spy agency, saying that it was an attempt
to sabotage the Beijing-funded China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). India has denied this claim. [South China Morning Post 2]
16 January 2019

Russian warships in the Philippines for naval cooperation
(jk) The unofficial five-day visit of the Russian Pacific Fleet Task Force to the port of Manila is meant to strengthen the relationship between
the two improve bilateral navy collaboration in order to ensure peace and stability in the Asia-Pacific Region. This is the seventh visit of the
Russian Navy to the Philippines since 2012. [PhilStar]

23 January 2019

China-Germany cooperation in financial sector widened
(dql) Germany and China concluded during a two-day visit by German Finance Minister Olaf Scholz in Beijing a series of agreements aimed at
boosting cooperation in banking and financial sector supervision. The move comes as Germany strives to position itself as EU's finance
powerhouse and hub for Chinese and renminbi-denominated financial products in Europe ahead of the Brexit and as China moves to fulfill its
pledges to open up the country's financial markets. [Investment Europe][Reuters]
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Sri Lanka considering a US$ 300 million-US$1 billion loan package from China

23 January 2019

(jk) In a recent interview with [Reuters], Sri Lanka’s junior finance minister noted that Colombo is considering a $300 million-$1 billion loan
package from China. Whilst this may sound surprising in the light of the experiences with Chinese debt under the presidency of Mahinda
Rajapaksa, the country seems to have little choice under the current pressures to service its debt. According to the interview, Sri Lanka struggles
to secure financial means from the international market as conditions are tight and ratings have been downgraded after the recent political
crisis all but destroyed investor’s confidence.
Sri Lanka is at the same time in discussions with India over financial assistance to avoid a balance of payment crisis. The Reserve Bank of India
agreed earlier this month to provide US$400 million under a currency swap deal to the Central Bank of Sri Lanka, an amount that according to
current negotiations could be lifted to US$1 billion.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) in the meantime froze the final payment of a $1.5 billion bailout implemented in 2016. Nonetheless,
the IMF agreed to review the suspended program last week and an IMF team is scheduled to visit Colombo in February [Nikkei Asian Review]
China has in the meantime completed a huge land reclamation project in Sri Lanka, the Colombo Port City project, which had raised concerns
about Sri Lanka becoming a strategic location for Chinese influence and investment when it was agreed upon under former PM Rajapaksa.
[Strait Times]
23 January 2019

New waves of arrivals of Rohingyas to Bangladesh
(cc) Fearing deportation to Myanmar, over 1,300 Rohingya have fled from India to Bangladesh since January 1st. India is not part to the 1951
Refugee Convention and the Hindu Nationalist government considers Rohingya ethnic people as being a security risk. Earlier this month, a
family of five was sent back to Myanmar despite the United Nations’ findings that conditions in Rakhine states are not conducive for safe
return. India has been widely criticized for its treatment of the persecuted minority as the UN and rights group accused the government of
violating International law and more especially the principle of “non-refoulement”. [Reuters] [Al Jazeera]
Similarly, according to the rights group “Free Rohingya Coalition”, Saudi Arabia is about to deport another batch of 250 Rohingya ethnic men
to Bangladesh. As Myanmar’s 1982 citizenship law does not recognize the Rohingya as one of the 135 national ethnic groups the Muslim
minority is considered as stateless and many entered the Kingdom with false passports from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and Nepal. While prior
to 2011, Saudi Arabia was issuing residency permits to Rohingyas, most those who arrived after were treated as criminals and held in a
detention center in Jeddah. [Al Jazeera 2]
According to Bangladeshi authorities, over a million Rohingyas are already living in the country, most part in Cox’s bazar which is now the
largest refugee settlement in the world. While a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed between Myanmar and Bangladesh in
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November 2017, the first attempt of repatriation in November 2018 failed as the first batch of refugee refused to go back to Rakhine state as
the feared for the life.
23 January 2019

Malaysia bans Israelis from participating in events
(ls) The Malaysian government said it would refrain from hosting events featuring Israeli participants. Previously, it banned Israeli athletes
from an upcoming Paralympics swimming qualifier. Foreign Minister Saifuddin Abdullah, said the decision was premised upon “humanitarian
reasons” and was about “fighting on behalf of the oppressed”. As a staunch supporter of a two-state solution to the Palestine-Israel question,
Malaysia does not have formal diplomatic ties with Israel, and its citizens are barred from entering the country without special permission.
[South China Morning Post]

China-USA relations: Washington not ruling out sending US aircraft carrier through Taiwan Strait

23 January 2019

(dql) Admiral John Richardson, chief of U.S. naval operations, stated that the U.S. Navy has not ruled out sending an aircraft carrier through
the Taiwan Strait, despite military technology advances by China that pose a greater threat to U.S. warships than ever before. Richardson’s
statement, made to reporters during his visit in Japan last week, comes after Beijing asserted that it would not tolerate “outside interference”
in Taiwan affairs during Richardson’s visit to Beijing before travelling to Japan, as well as after the Pentagon released a report expressing US
concerns about China’s growing military might and voicing worries about a possible attack against Taiwan. [The Hill] [New York Post]
While Washington sent ships through the strategic waterway three times last year, a carrier dispatched to this area would be the first in ten
years. [Reuters]
Meanwhile, Taiwan held live-fire exercises last week involving artillery and assault helicopters as well as Mirage fighter jets. [Sydney Morning
Herald]
23 January 2019

Japan-Russia divide over disputed territories to widen
(dql) Ahead of the much-anticipated meeting between Japanese Prime Minister Abe and Russian President Putin this week to discuss a possible
resolution of the thorny issue of disputed islands, known as the Southern Kurils in Russia and the Northern Territories in Japan and claimed by
both countries, hundreds of Russians protested against a feared giveaway of strategic islands to Japan on Sunday. The protest was organized
by nationalist politicians who reject any move to concede any of the islands and group of islets. [Japan Times]
Prior to the protest and following inconclusive talks with his Japanese counterpart Taro Kono last week, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov
reiterated Moscow’s demand that Tokyo first recognizes Russia’s sovereignty over the four disputed islands before any deal, setting the
confrontational course for the meeting between Abe and Putin. [Bloomberg]
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Japan-South Korea relations further deteriorating over radar incident
(dql) Signaling a new height of tensions between Japan and South Korea over Tokyo’s claim that a South Korean warship had locked fire-control
radar on a Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force patrol aircraft which flew over a South Korean military vessel last December [AiR 2/1/2019],
the Japanese Defense Ministry announced the termination of working-level talks with South Korea as it concluded that it is "difficult to continue
to hold consultations with the ROK regarding this matter". Prior to the announcement, Tokyo release new footage to again back its above
mentioned claim which Seoul again rejected arguing that the new material failed to “offer accurate evidence”. [UPI]

India seeking to improve infrastructure close to its border with China to ensure possibility of quick mobilisation of troops

23 January 2019

(jk) India wants to spend US$2.9 billion on 44 roads close to its border with China in the northeastern states of the country. The action plan is
discussed not least due to the tensions during the Doklam stand-off in 2017, when a confrontation broke out over Chinese road construction
in a critical zone at the China-India border. The plan has been submitted to the Cabinet Committee on Security, headed by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and is awaiting approval. [ZeeNews]
Another recent sign of some concern with regards to the border area and China, the North West frontier of the Indo-Tibetan Border Police
(ITBP), which is guarding the Sino-India border in peace times, was ordered to move a strategic ITBP command from its current base by over
960 km to the border of Leh in Jammu and Kashmir. Leh is also the base for an army corps and the move is intended to improve cooperation
between the two forces. [ZeeNews 1]

ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ retreat: Little progress over South China Sea as Vietnam, Philippines press for solution
(ls) A two-day ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat in Chiang Mai was the regional group’s first meeting since Thailand took over its annual
chairmanship. Regarding such divisive issues as Myanmar’s Rohingya crisis, which has become a regional problem due to the numbers of
refugees it caused, and China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea, the ministers followed the group’s practice of reaching the least
provocative consensus possible. They emphasized the humanitarian role ASEAN members could play in Myanmar’s Rakhine State and claimed
progress on concluding a Code of Conduct in the South China Sea. According to the meeting statement, the countries “took note of some
concerns on the land reclamations and activities in the area.” [Washington Post]
Ahead of the Retreat, Vietnam expressed frustration at the slow pace of negotiations towards agreeing a code of conduct for the South China
Sea. Foreign minister Pham Bình Minh said that Hanoi was trying to maintain a balance between the United States and China at a time of
growing rivalry between the two powers. However, the process so far – in August China and ASEAN agreed on a single draft negotiating text,
with the hope to wrap up talks by 2021 – had been “slower than expected”. [South China Morning Post 1]
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Meanwhile, the Philippines’ Defence Secretary Delfin Lorenzana vowed to review its defence agreement with the United States to clarify when
Washington would come to its aid, referring to the tensions in the South China Sea as the Philippines’ “most difficult” security challenge. One
of the areas Lorenzana wanted clarified was what would trigger mutual responses of aid. For instance, he asked whether the Philippines had
to get involved if a shooting war broke out between China and the US “somewhere there in Mischief Reef”. [South China Morning Post 2]
23 January 2019

Malaysia-Singapore relations in times of air and maritime disputes
(ls) Singapore and Malaysia are currently locked in two separate disputes over territorial waters off Tuas, and airspace management over
southern Johor. The dispute over maritime boundaries started after Kuala Lumpur, in October, unilaterally extended the Johor Baru port limits
into Singapore’s territorial waters off Tuas. Regarding airspace, Malaysia objected to the implementation of new landing procedures for
Singapore’s Seletar Airport. Nonetheless, as negotiations are ongoing, Malaysian Foreign Minister Saifuddin Abdullah said that ties between
the two countries are still “good”. The countries’ foreign ministers most recently met at the ASEAN retreat in Chiang Mai on Thursday and
Friday. [Straits Times 1] [Straits Times 2]

30 January 2019

Thai Army seeking approval to buy more Chinese tanks
(jk) Last week, the Thai army said it was seeking cabinet approval to buy 14 more Chinese VT-4 battle tanks for around 72 million USD. Thailand
has already bought 39 of those tanks in 2016 and 2017 and since the coup d’état in 2014, Thailand’s defence budget has risen by more than
20 percent. Weapons purchases from China have gone up and according to CPG Senior Research Fellow Paul Chambers, “the junta’s purchase
of tanks, submarines and other military hardware [from China] should come as no surprise since [it] tilted towards China following the Obama
administration’s downgrading of ties. It is a policy of economic realism for Thailand, which itself can be considered a middle power of Asia.”
[SCMP]

30 January 2019

Malaysia scraps China-backed East Coast Rail Link plan
(jk) After some speculation and failed renegotiations, the government in Kuala Lumpur has decided it will generally continue to welcome all
investment from China and consider it on a case-by-case basis, but it will not go ahead with the East Coast Rail Link project as it was deemed
too expensive. [SCMP] An official announcement in writing is yet to be made and it is unclear whether penalties will incur for the cancellation.

30 January 2019

Cambodian PM concludes visit to Beijing
(jk) Cambodian PM Hun Sen has returned from a visit to the PRC last week where the leaders signed a number of agreements to p romote
cooperation on infrastructure including water supply, highways and reservoir construction. The two countries further want to strengthen
cooperation on national defence and law enforcement. [China Daily]
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On Friday, the Chinese Ambassador to Cambodia has announced the commencement of an expressway construction connecting the capital
Phnom Penh to the deep-sea port in Preah Sihanouk. [Khmer Times]. After the visit, China had pledged around US$588 million in aid to
Cambodia from 2019 to 2021 and vowed to further push bilateral trade. [SCMP]
30 January 2019

China: Beijing releases footage of ballistic missile ‘Guam killer’
(dql) In a move to demonstrate China's advancement in military technology amid an intensifying US-Chinese military rivalry, Chinese state
media released footage of testing its ballistic missile ‘Guam killer’ which, with a range between 3,000km to 5,741km, is capable of targeting
US Pacific bases and patrolling warships. [9news]

30 January 2019

Cross-Strait relations: List of banned Chinese tech companies on the way
(dql) Taiwan’s Executive Yuan, the executive branch of the government, has announced that it is about to finalize a detailed blacklist of Chinese
tech companies. Government agencies and state-controlled companies will be prohibited to use equipment manufactured by those listed
companies believed to be threats to national security. [Nikkei Asian Review]
Taiwan’s move follows the example of other countries such as the U.S., Australia, New Zealand, Japan, the U.K. and France which either block
or consider banning the use of products from vendors such as Huawei, with Washington and London additionally issuing reports on the risks
of using Chinese equipment last year.
Meanwhile, Taiwan’s Institute for National Defence and Security Research warned that Taiwan’s internet system is vulnerable to attacks from
mainland China capable of paralysing the country by “damaging or corrupting submarine cables and related infrastructure that connect Taiwan
to the outside world”. [South China Morning Post]

India questions U.N. Security Council’s authority to address climate change-related security threats
(ls) India has questioned the U.N. Security Council's efforts to extend its reach by addressing climate change-related security threats. Its
Permanent Representative Syed Akbaruddin said overly militarized solutions to problems which require non-military responses bring the
"wrong actors" to the table. Instead, India supports a path that promotes cooperation to achieve the common goal of preventing and
addressing serious disasters linked to climate change. [Business Today]
Previously, the Maldives’ foreign minister, Abdulla Shahid, told a U.N. Security Council meeting on “the impacts of climate-related disasters on
international peace and security” that there is no bigger security threat than climate change which endangers the Indian Ocean island nation’s
very existence. More than 80 of the 193 U.N. member states spoke at the day-long council meeting and virtually everyone – except the United
States – agreed that climate change was happening. [Washington Post]
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Related security threats are currently visible in India-Pakistan relations as water has the potential to become a major flash point between the
two countries. Both have repeatedly accused each other of violating the World Bank-brokered 1960s Indus Waters Treaty that ensures shared
management of the six rivers crossing between the two neighbors, which have fought three major wars in the past 71 years. The latest dispute
is over hydroelectric projects India is building along the Chenab River that Pakistan says violate the treaty and will impact its water supply.
[Economic Times]
30 January 2019

New Indian airbase in eastern Indian Ocean
(ls) India has opened a third airbase in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands in order to enhance surveillance capabilities, particularly with regard
to Chinese ships and submarines entering the Indian Ocean through the nearby Malacca Strait. The facility has a 1km runway for helicopters
and Dornier surveillance aircraft with plans under way to extend it to 3km to support fighter aircraft and longer-range reconnaissance aircraft.
The development needs to be seen against China’s growing network of commercial ports stretching from Sri Lanka to Pakistan that India fears
could become naval outposts. [Straits Times]

30 January 2019

Rohingyas at the India - Bangladesh border arrested by Indian Police
(cc) A group of 31 Rohingya ethnic people has been arrested by the Indian police on Tuesday after Bangladesh denied them entry from India.
The group, who has been living in the Indian State of Jammu and Kashmir with identity cards from the UNHCR, was trying to access Bangladesh
to flee a crackdown against illegal migrants conducted by India’s Hindu nationalist government. The Border Guards Bangladesh stopped them
while they were trying to cross the border on January 18 and were stuck in the no-man land as two rounds of talks between border officials of
both sides failed to find a solution. [Irrawaddy] [Reuters]

30 January 2019

US-Philippine Alliance woes?
(jk) Towards the end of December last year, Philippine Secretary of National Defense Delfin Lorenzana called for a review of the provisions of
the 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT) between the US and the Philippines. Despite the tensions not being new to the US and their allies in
general, or to the US and the Philippines in particular, the potential disagreements here could become highly relevant against the background
of great power competition in Asia. The recent contentions come at a time when the US is creating some uncertainty among its allies casting
doubt even on their own policies and the Philippines continue to deepen (defence) ties with the PRC. [War on the Rocks]

05 February 2019

Uncertain future of Chinese-financed East Coast Rail Link in Malaysia
(ls) Malaysia’s Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad insisted that his government was still negotiating with China over the US$20 billion East
Coast Rail Link (ECRL), as former prime minister Najib Razak shared images of documents on Facebook that suggested the country had
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definitively cancelled the project. Previously, there have been multiple news reports citing anonymous sources that said the Chinese stateowned company had dramatically reduced the price of the project to convince Malaysian officials to give it the green light. However, sources
said that, despite the proposed discount that almost halved the price, Mahathir’s government decided to cancel the contract. [South China
Morning Post] [Reuters]
05 February 2019

China-US trade talks: Progress made, both sides say
(dql) Beijing and Washington expressed optimism on progress towards resolving their trade disputes following last week’s much-anticipated
trade talks during which a wide range of issues were discussed covering forced technology transfers, intellectual property protection, market
access, the trade deficit, cyber theft, government subsidies to China’s state-owned enterprises, and currency controls. [South China Morning
Post]
While Trump acknowledged “important progress” and announced a meeting with Chinese President Xi in the near future, Chinese state-run
news agency Xinhua confirmed “candid, specific and constructive discussions” between the two delegations led by Chinese Vice-Premier Liu
He and US Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer. Follow-up discussions are scheduled for this week in Beijing. [The Guardian] [Xinhua]
In a latest development, Chinese state-run companies Cofco Corp. and Sinograin announced the purchase of more than one million tons of
American soybeans each fulfilling a pledge made by Liu during the talks. [Bloomberg]

South Korea-US relations: Agreement on sharing cost of stationing US troops reached

05 February 2019

(dql) According to the US State Department, Washington and Seoul have agreed “in principle” to a new deal related to the sharing of the cost
of stationing about 28.500 U.S. troops in the Asian country, with remaining technical issues to be clarified as quickly as possible. The agreement
comes after ten rounds of unsuccessful talks since March to renew the 2014 deal which expired in December. In the course of the negotiations
Washington requested a high increase up to 1.2 billion USD per year from around 848 million USD in the 2014 deal. [Nikkei Asian Review]
According to South Korean news agency Yonhap, citing a diplomatic source, the US finally appeared ready to accept South Korea’s request for
payment under 1 billion USD in 2019 and for a one-year agreement as opposed to a previous five-year deal. [Yonhap]

Japan proposes new disarmament framework after US-Russia suspension of INF
(dql) Following Washington’s and Moscow’s suspension of the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) [CNN], Japan has put forward
a proposal for the formation of a disarmament framework involving besides the USA and Russia also China and other countries concerned. US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s announcement on Feb. 2 that the USA suspended the implementation of obligations under the INF treaty,
prompting Russia’s corresponding move a day later, was commented on by Japan’s Foreign Minister Kono as “understandable”, but
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“undesirable” reflecting Japan’s unease over its ally's pull out of the IFN in the wake of strained relations with Russia over disputed territories
, China’s military buildup in the region and uncertainties on North-Korea’s de-nuclearization. [Mainichi]

India and Russia sign construction deal for two advanced vessels for the Indian Navy

05 February 2019

(jk) The two missile frigates will be constructed by the state-run Goa shipyard in cooperation with the Russian state’s defence and weapons
supplier Rosoboronexport. They are part and parcel of the Indian governments’ efforts to increase its naval operability. 56 new ships and six
submarines are planned to be added to the currently 32 ships and submarines already under construction in Indian shipyards. All ships are
built under the “Made in India” framework, which foresees ships to be built in India with foreign assistance. The deal has been decided in
November last year already and was officially signed last week. [Economic Times 1, ZeeNews]
In addition to this and other deals with the Russian government, the Indian government has also decided to go ahead with a huge deal of
building six submarines for approximately US$7bn under the same “Made in India” policy. Four ship builders from Germany, France, Russia
and Sweden have announced interest, however, the decision to go ahead with this project was initially made over a decade ago. This project,
as well as others, have long been delayed. Declaring the new “Made in India” policy did not lead to an immediate uptake in operations either
since few major deals under the policy have actually taken off despite no shortage of announcements. [Economic Times 2]

South China Sea: China’s new rescue center on Fiery Cross provokes mixed Philippine response

05 February 2019

(ls) China opened a maritime rescue center on Fiery Cross Reef in the disputed South China Sea on Tuesday, as Beijing seeks to reinforce its
claims in the strategic waterway. The island is also claimed by Taiwan, Vietnam and the Philippines. According to official sources, the rescue
center is built “to better protect navigation and transport safety in the South China Sea”. Three of the man-made islets under Chinese control
in the Spratlys — Fiery Cross, Subi and Mischief reefs — all boast military-grade airfields, including emplacements for missiles, storage facilities
and a range of installations that can track satellites, foreign military activity and communications. [Japan Times]
The Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin said his country will protest the move. Previously, however, Duterte’s spokesman
Salvador Panelo said the Philippines should be “thankful” to China, saying a rescue center can help everybody. [Bloomberg]
12 February 2019

U.S. consider ending preferential tariffs for India
(ls) The U.S. government considers withdrawing a trade concession for India, under which the country enjoys zero tariffs on $5.6 billion of
exports to the United States. A withdrawal of the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) from India would be the strongest punitive action
against India since President Donald Trump took office in 2017 vowing to reduce the U.S. deficit with large economies. The development
follows new Indian legislation which makes it more difficult for foreign companies to conduct online business as well as credit card services.
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Though India and the United States maintain close political and security ties, India has also nurtured relations with Iran and Russia and tries to
balance interests with China. [Reuters]
12 February 2019

Angelina Jolie visits refugee camps at Bangladesh-Myanmar border
(cc) The American actress and UNHCR special envoy Angelina Jolie visited Rohingya refugees’ camps in Bangladesh. The visit took place as the
UN agency is about to launch a new funding appeal for $920 million to support the refugees. Speaking at the world’s largest refugee camps,
Kutapalong camp, Angelina Jolie said the way Rohingya have been treated “shames us all,” adding that “[w]hat is most tragic about this
situation is that we cannot say we had no warning.” [Reuters]
On the same day, Bob Rae, Canadian prime minister's special envoy to Myanmar, called for a transition plan for the Rohingyas. He highlighted
the urgent need for education and jobs opportunities to prevent refugees to turn to crimes and radicalisation as for now they are not allowed
to legally work outside the camps. However, for State Minister for Foreign Affairs Shahriar Alam providing education could act as a pull factor.
[The Daily Star]

12 February 2019

China-USA relations II: US warships exercise in disputed South China Sea
(dql) Two US guided-missile destroyers sailed on Monday within 12 nautical miles of the Spratly Islands, in a move “to challenge excessive
maritime claims and preserve access to the waterways as governed by international law,” according Cmdr. Clayton Doss, spokesman for the
Japan-based U.S. 7th Fleet. [Navy Times]
The exercise was the second ‘freedom of navigation’ exercise in the South China Sea within in five weeks after the a “freedom of navigation”
operation within 12 nautical miles of the Paracel Islands of the USS McCampbell earlier in January.
China voiced its “strong dissatisfaction” over this move and demanded Washington to “immediately stop its provocative actions”. [South China
Morning Post]

12 February 2019

China: Advancing military capabilities
(dql) The US Defense Intelligence Agency’s report “Challenges to Security in Space”, published on Monday, warns against China (and Russia)
as a challenge to the US’ preeminent position in space, as the country “continues to improve its counterspace weapons capabilities and has
enacted military reforms to better integrate cyberspace, space, and EW (electronic warfare) into joint military operations.” [Defense
Intelligence Agency]
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Meanwhile, Chinese state tabloid Global Times reports that China is planning to develop a sixth-generation fighter jet by 2035 with new
features including the ability to command drones, artificial intelligence and even higher stealth capability as well as new technologies covering
laser, adaptive engines, hypersonic weapons and swarm warfare. [Global Times]
12 February 2019

Multinational navy exercise AMAN-19 hosted by Pakistan
(ls) Last Friday, the Multinational Maritime Exercise “AMAN-19” commenced near the southern port city of Karachi. AMAN-19 is conducted
biennially by the Pakistan Navy. In this year’s 6th exercise, 45 nations are participating through ships, aircraft, special operating forces and
observers. One of the key events is the 'International Maritime Conference'. [The News]
Sindh Chief Minister Syed Murad Ali Shah said that the exercise aimed at boosting the joint operational capabilities of the participating
countries’ naval forces for peace and stability in the region, adding that the role and contribution of Pakistan Navy was as a forerunner in the
quest for collaborative security in this region. [Tribune]
Among the 45 participating nations are the United States, China, the U.K. and Japan. However, Pakistan has never invited neighboring India
since hosting the exercise for the first time in 2007. [Washington Post]

Philippines: China responds with military to Philippine construction work in the Spratly Islands

12 February 2019

(jk) In the South China Sea and within the Philippines’ exclusive economic zone, the Philippines is trying to repair its runway on Thitu island
and expanding the island by 8 acres. In response, according to an analysis by the Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative [AMTI], China has sent
as many as 95 vessels to try and obstruct the work. Among these were People’s Liberation Army-Navy (PLAN) and China Coast Guard (CCG)
ships, as well as fishing vessels which the PRC commonly uses as part of its “maritime militia”. Giving away the conclusion that the fishing
vessels are part of a broader strategy, rather than “just” fishing, is for example the fact that no fishing gear seems to be deployed.
Despite the pressure to stop the construction work, the Philippine government has said it would continue the work and remain undeterred by
the Chinese action. [RFA] In related news, the opening of a new US-Philippine training facility was announced this week. The maritime training
facility is aimed at strengthening the Philippines’ capacity to patrol its waters. [ABS-CBN]

Vietnamese-Russian joint venture begins crude oil production in the South China Sea
(jk) As Vietnam plans to explore more oil from within its exclusive economic zone in the South China Sea, it has begun a joint exploration
project with Russia in an oil field off its southern coast. Whilst China keeps asserting its claim to a large part of the South China Sea, this
particular oil field does not lie within the 9-dash line and therefore, China’s claim. [Nikkei] Vietsovpetro, the Vietnam-Russia joint venture that
explores the oil field in question, accounts for a third of the crude oil extracted in Vietnam.
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Singapore repeats calls for Malaysia to withdraw its vessels in maritime dispute

12 February 2019

(jk) Singapore has gain called on Malaysia to withdraw its vessels in a dispute over maritime boundaries and air space between Singapore and
Malaysia that started after Kuala Lumpur, in October last year, unilaterally extended the Johor Baru port limits into Singapore’s territorial
waters off Tuas. The repeated calls came after a minor incident last week, in which one of the Malaysian vessels collided with another ship
whilst it was anchored. The crew of the other ship, a Greek vessel, was taken into custody. Singapore’s foreign ministry maintains the collision
is testimony to the dangers posed by Malaysia’s unilateral deployment of its vessel. [Straits Times]

Saudi Crown Prince visits China, India, Pakistan; cancels trips to Indonesia and Malaysia

19 February 2019

(ls) Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has postponed trips to Indonesia and Malaysia. No new dates have been set and no
reasons given. He is also scheduled to visit China, India and Pakistan as part of an Asian tour where he is expected to sign a slew of bilateral
investment agreements. Saudi Arabia is looking eastwards after a troubled year for its relationships with the US and Europe as the alliances
were shaken by the murder of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi by Saudi agents in Istanbul. Pakistan expects a US$7 billion Saudi
investment over the next two years. [South China Morning Post]

Vietnamese-Russian joint venture begins crude oil production in the South China Sea

19 February 2019

(jk) As Vietnam plans to explore more oil from within its exclusive economic zone in the South China Sea, it has begun a joint exploration
project with Russia in an oil field off its southern coast. Whilst China keeps asserting its claim to a large part of the South China Sea, this
particular oil field does not lie within the 9-dash line and therefore, China’s claim. [Nikkei] Vietsovpetro, the Vietnam-Russia joint venture that
explores the oil field in question, accounts for a third of the crude oil extracted in Vietnam.
19 February 2019

Japan: Infrastructure push into Southeast Asia
(dql) In a move to counter China’s growing influence and investments in Southeast Asia, Japan is launching a plan aimed at making the country
a bigger development player in the region. Cambodia and The Philippines are to be first nations with which bilateral talks under this plan will
be held on urban development advancement with focuses on the environment and so-called smart city infrastructure. In the talks the recipient
countries would identify underdeveloped areas in need of technical assistance from Japan which then would provide technical seminars and
business matching opportunities for local and Japanese firms. [Nikkei Asian Review]
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China rejects accusations of cyber attack on Australia’s parliament
(dql) After Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s statement that a “sophisticated state actor was behind the cyber attack” earlier this
month in which cyber operations directed against the Liberal Party, the Labor Party and the National Party led to a breach of the computing
network of the federal parliament, China sternly rejected allegations in Australian media that it was responsible for the attack and warned
against “irresponsible” and “baseless” speculation which would increase tensions. [The Guardian]

South Korea-USA relations: Deal on sharing costs of stationing US troops in South Korea signed

19 February 2019

(dql) On Sunday, 10 February, the agreement between South Korea and the USA on sharing the costs for stationing 28.500 US troops in South
Korea was signed, after 10 rounds of discussions since March 2018. Under the one-year agreement Seoul will contribute 925 million USD.
[Korea Herald]
Contradicting the numbers of the agreement, President Trump only a few days later claimed that, after “a couple of phone calls”, he was able
to make the South Korean government agree to pay 500 million USD more. [New York Times]
Later, South Korea's presidential office dismissed the possibility of an imminent increase in the country's share. [Hankyoreh]

South Korea-United Arab Emirates relations: Deepening military cooperation

19 February 2019

(dql) South Korea’s Defense Ministry confirmed on Sunday that Defense Minister Jeong Kyeong-doo and his counterpart Mohammed Ahmed
Al-Bowardi held talks in Abu Dhabi to discuss ways to strengthen military ties and agreed to increase military personnel exchanges and to
deepen cooperation in various areas including military training and responses to cyber threats. They also agreed to promote defense industry
cooperation between the two countries. [Yonhap]
19 February 2019

Cobra Gold kicks off; Thai military spending increased over recent years
(ls) Last weekend, the annual Cobra Gold joint military exercise started in Chonburi, Thailand. Now in its 38th year, it is one of the largest
military exercises in Asia, bringing together thousands of forces from the United States, Thailand and other countries including Singapore,
Japan, Indonesia and Malaysia, for eleven days of training on Thai shores. [South China Morning Post]
Defence spending in Thailand has grown over the last decade. The National Legislative Assembly has proposed US$7 billion for defence in the
2019 fiscal year, which is a US$1 billion increase since the 2014 military coup. Among the investments have been major purchases from China
and the United States, including submarines, tanks, jets, helicopters and other military hardware. [Straits Times]
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Next negotiation round for South China Sea Code of Conduct scheduled
(ls) A new round of negotiations for the South China Sea Code of Conduct (COC) between ASEAN nations and China are to begin later this
month, said Singapore’s Defence Minister Ng Eng Hen at the Munich Security Conference in Germany. Negotiations on the COC began in March
last year, following the adoption in 2017 of the framework for the COC. China, Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam have overlapping
claims in the disputed waters. [Straits Times]

Memorandum of Agreement signed between Philippines and Japan to facilitate economic cooperation, includes grants for 26 February 2019
Mindanao
(zf/jk) Japan and the Philippines have formally announced the intention to implement around US$3O million worth of grants meant to assist
the Philippines on a wide array of economic and infrastructure-based proposals. Money has been set aside for various joint projects, including
in the sectors of transportation, health care, water management, and agriculture. Tokyo says another US$7.5 million will be marked solely for
various projects in the troubled Mindanao region, including grants for road network development and general livelihood assistance. [Philippine
Star]
According to a senior Filipino government official, the Philippines remain at the same time open to Chinese investment despite limited public
support for some of Beijing’s moves. While China is the Philippines’ largest trading partner, Japan invests most in terms of official development
aid. According to a survey last month, 60 per cent of Filipinos find China “not so trustworthy” or “not trustworthy at all”. [SCMP]

India quick to blame Pakistan after deadly terrorist attack in Kashmir, promises strong response
(zf/jk) Over 40 Indian security personnel were killed last week after a brutal terrorist attack in Indian-controlled Kashmir. Local officials said
that the Pakistani-based Islamist group Jaish-e-Muhammad drove a van full of explosives into a convoy, constituting the worst terrorist attack
in the region in over 30 years. Indian security forces have since claimed to have executed the alleged mastermind behind the attack. [LiveMint]
Nevertheless, the latest attack is sure to inflame tensions in what has already been a long and violent conflict over Kashmiri administration
rights between India and Pakistan. In a statement, Prime Minister Modi wasted no time in laying blame for the attack on Pakistan, going as far
to suggest that it may have been orchestrated by the government itself. In response, Pakistan denies all official involvement and claims rouge
actors are to blame. [New York Times] [NPR]
Sending a strong political signal, together with calls on allies to take economic and diplomatic steps against Pakistan, India has revoked the
“Most Favoured Nation” status for Pakistan after the attack. This effectively imposes a 200% import duty on Pakistani exports to India, but is
also a highly symbolic move. [Dawn; The Wire 1, The Wire 2] The arrangement that grants Pakistan access to the Indian market had been in
place since 1996.
373

19 February 2019

Since his ruling BJP party took over the government in 2014, Prime Minister Modi has sought to enact hardline security policies in the region.
As such, Kashmir has remained one of the most militarized corners of the world, with over 250,000 Indian armed forces stationed there.
International politics also looms large over the situation, and the diplomatic fallout over the decades-long conflict remains an issue: as the U.S.
has continued to strengthen its ties with India over the past several years, Pakistan has tended to lean towards China. As an illustration of
persisting tensions, multiple U.S.-Indian efforts to put the leader of Jaish-e-Muhammad on an official U.N. terrorist blacklist have been blocked
by China in the Security Council in recent years. In response to this week’s attack, a U.S. spokesperson claimed that the development “only
strengthens our resolve to bolster counterterrorism cooperation and coordination between the U.S. and India.” [New York Times 2]
26 February 2019

China-USA pact to end trade war near?
(dql) Citing unnamed people familiar with the China-USA trade discussions, Bloomberg reports that Beijing and Washington are close to
reaching a trade pact that would end the tit-for-tat tariff trade war between the world’s two largest economies. [Bloomberg]
According to Wall Street Journal, progress in the trade talks in the recent weeks has been made to an extent that the signing of a formal
agreement between Trump and Xi at their summit around end of March appears likely. As part of the deal, China is offering to lower tariffs
and other restrictions on American products while the USA is considering removing most, if not all sanctions, taken against Chinese products
since last year.
Both parties continue negotiations over remaining issues such as China’s state-owned enterprises, which Washington argues secures Chinese
domestic companies advantages over US firms, intellectual property protection and the establishment of a mechanism to address complaints
by US companies. [Wall Street Journal]
Meanwhile, China’s National People’s Congress, convening this week, is expected to endorse a law aimed at discouraging officials from exerting
pressure on foreign companies to hand over technology when doing business in China, a major complaint of the USA in the trade talks thus
far. [Washington Times]

26 February 2019

China-USA relations: Military muscle-flexing in the South China Sea
(dql) The USS Stethem destroyer and the USNS Cesar Chavez cargo ship conducted a sailed through the Taiwan Strait from Sunday to Monday,
the second such transit in a month. The action, likely to be viewed by Taiwan as a sign of US support amid frosty relations between Beijing and
Taipei, prompted a stern protest by China which called the operation a “provocative” act “not conducive to peace and stability in the Taiwan
Strait”. [Channel News Asia]
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Earlier last week, US and UK navies conducted joint maritime security and logistics training in the South China Sea involving troops of
replenishment oiler USNS Guadalupe and frigate HMS Montrose participating in a board, search and seizure scenario in which the Montrose
team embarked and secured Guadalupe, which was acting as a vessel engaged in high seas trafficking. [Philstar]
Meanwhile, China conducted in January and February a month of drills in the South China Sea and the Western and Central Pacific testing its
navy, air force and missile unit in live-fire exercises. The drills involved some the country’s newest warships including guided missile destroyer
Hefei, guided missile frigate Yuncheng, amphibious landing dock Changbaishan and replenishment oiler Honghu. [Business Insider]

Second Trump-Kim Summit: US to retain troops on Korean Peninsula, Japanese to hold onto sanctions against Pyongyan

26 February 2019

(dql) Ahead of the second summit between US President Trump and North Korean leader Kim this week, US senior administration officials
informed that U.S. troop withdrawals from the Korean Peninsula won’t be discussed during the summit. This was echoed by Trump who said
that reducing US troops from South Korea “is not one of the things on the table” dispersing speculations that removing US troops might serve
as a bargaining chip in the upcoming talks. [Military Times] [Channel News Asia]
Meanwhile, Japan’s government informed the USA that it will continue its freeze on humanitarian and economic assistance to North Korea for
the foreseeable future despite US considerations of alleviating sanctions on the Pyonyang in return for concrete steps toward denuclearization.
[Mainichi]
The statement follows US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s remark that the U.S. will not ease economic sanctions on North Korea until it is
confident that Pyongyang's nuclear weapons threat has been “substantially reduced” prompting Japanese concerns whether Washington
would change the condition for sanction relief from complete denuclearization to substantial risk reduction. [Japan Times]

After deadly Kashmir attack: Indian airstrikes, UNSC condemnation, possible water cut-offs
(ls/zf) In the wake of last week’s terrorist attack against Indian security personnel in Kashmir, India has flown airstrikes in the Pakistancontrolled side of Kashmir on Tuesday. The targets have remained unidentified. Before, more than 100 separatists in Kashmir were detained
in overnight raids. Indian Prime Minister Modi, who faces a general election by May, said he had given a free hand to security forces to avenge
the killings in the region disputed with arch-foe Pakistan: “Security forces have been given complete freedom, the blood of the people is
boiling.” There have been calls in India for retaliation against Pakistan, which denies aiding the militants and has threatened to respond in kind.
Pakistan’s military warned India on Friday against “misadventure”. [New York Times 1] [Reuters 1] [South China Morning Post]
The United Nations Security Council condemned in the “strongest terms the heinous and cowardly suicide bombing in Jammu and Kashmir,
which resulted in over 40 Indian paramilitary forces dead and dozens wounded on February 14, 2019, for which Jaish-e-Mohammed has
claimed responsibility.” [Economic Times]
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Modi and his BJP government have ramped up its threatening rhetoric toward Islamabad. As a sign of continued diplomatic hostilities, the two
governments remain at odds over who is officially liable for the attack, with Pakistan promising a swift response to any unwarranted Indian
retaliation. For Delhi, the backdrop of looming national elections, coupled with an angry constituency fueled by fevered public reaction to the
attack, has led the government to repeatedly threaten what could be a devastating response: the diversion of water flows from the northern
Indus River that usually run into Pakistan.
While there has been no official policy directive taken as of yet, such actions would likely be catastrophic for everyday Pakistanis: an estimated
80% of Pakistan’s irrigated agriculture is dependent on the Indus and its tributaries. However, it remains to be seen if these statements are
meant to be anything more than political bluster to intimidate Islamabad and assuage voters in the run up to India’s national elections.
In his tenure, Prime Minister Modi has rarely parsed words regarding perceived Pakistani aggression, and it’s unlikely that the nativist elements
of his BJP party will advise him to do so now. Indeed, Mr. Modi has threatened closing off water supplies as recently as 2016 in response to
previous terrorist attacks. Some analysts suggest, however, that India seems more willing to make good on its threats this time around, as
Pakistan’s strong diplomatic relationships with China and Saudi Arabia limit the economic burdens India can realistically impose.
Guidelines pertaining to relevant water-usage laws between the two countries are governed by obligatory mandates agreed to in the Indus
Water Treaty, a World Bank sponsored agreement that was signed in 1960. While both sides have been critical of aspects of the treaty in the
past, it does complicate arbitrary policy changes. [Wall Street Journal] [The Economist] [Al Jazeera] [New York Times 2]
Meanwhile, violence has begun to sporadically erupt along the border between Indian and Pakistani control of Jammu and Kashmir, otherwise
known as the Line of Control, or LoC. Specifically, Indian officials report that Pakistan has violated the Ceasefire Agreement that was signed
between the two nuclear-capable states in 2003 several times this week. Ceasefire violations, however, are not a new phenomenon along the
LoC: India claims Pakistan has violated the agreement over 2,000 times in 2018 alone. Despite repeated international calls for restraint, India
says it is responding to the transgressions ‘strongly and effectively.’ [Economic Times] [NDTV]
In the days following the attack, isolated incidents of students from Kashmir being beaten up or evicted from their accommodation in northern
Indian states were reported in local media. Twenty Kashmiri girls in the northern city of Dehradun were forced to lock themselves in their
hostel after protesters gathered outside to demand their eviction. Two other colleges in the city issued public statements saying they would
not admit Kashmiri students in the next academic year. In response, India’s Supreme Court has ordered the government to protect Kashmiri
people from attacks in apparent retaliation. [BBC]
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Lockheed offers new F-21 fighter jet configured for India
(ls) The U.S. defense firm Lockheed Martin has offered India a new combat jet to be made locally, the F-21, in an attempt to win a large military
order worth more than $15 billion. The company will build the plane in collaboration with India’s Tata Advanced Systems. Previously, Lockheed
had offered its F-16 fighter used by countries around the world for the Indian air force’s ongoing competition for 114 planes to be made in
India. Lockheed is competing with Boeing’s F/A-18, Saab’s Gripen, Dassault Aviation’s Rafale, the Eurofighter Typhoon and a Russian aircraft.
[Reuters]

Singapore’s defence minister and launch of one of four new submarines for Singapore’s Navy

26 February 2019

(jk) Singapore’s defence minister spoke last week at the launch of the first Type 218SG submarine in Kiel, Germany. He said Singapore faces
numerous threats in the maritime domain and noted defence spending in Asia has risen by about 61 per cent from 2008. The submarine is
specialised in operating in the waters around Singapore, particularly in the shallow and busy waters of the Malacca Strait and the region in
general. The submarine will undergo sea trials in Germany and is scheduled to be delivered in 2021. [Defense News] Three more Type 218SG
subs are being constructed and once delivered, shall replace some of the Navy’s older vessels.
Prior to attending the ceremony in Kiel, there was some criticism about the minister’s replies in a [Deutsche Welle] interview at the Munich
Security Conference. He stated that the cost of conflict in the South China Sea was 'too high', which to some suggested a sense of strategic
fatalism towards what the People’s Republic of China has done in the South China Sea and that Singapore had somehow accepted Beijing’s fait
accompli and its continued behaviour there. His unveiling of what will be “by far the most sophisticated submarine in the region” [Channel
News Asia] suggests a different mindset, however.
05 March 2019

The Council of Palm Oil Producing Countries to send a mission to the EU
(cc) The Council of Palm Oil Producing Countries, an intergovernmental organization for palm oil producing countries founded by Indonesia
and Malaysia in 2015, is planning to send a delegation to the EU to contest a proposed directive that would restrict the use of edible oil
responsible for deforestation. Indonesia is the world’s biggest producer of Palm oil and the adoption of such directive could impact the
country’s economy. [Reuters]

India – Pakistan: Immediate crisis averted after Pakistan releases captured pilot but hostilities resume in Kashmir
(zf/jk) An international crisis was averted this week after a captured Indian Air Force pilot was released by the Pakistani government. The pilot
had been in Pakistani air space after the Indian military ordered pre-emptive and retaliatory strikes into the country as a response to last
month’s terrorist attacks in Kashmir. The return of the pilot has led to the collective exhale of an international community that feared the
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incident might have acted as the spark that ignited a widening of hostilities between the two countries. Pakistan described the release as a
gesture of peace toward India. In response to the release, U.N. Secretary-General Guterres praised the development and urged the two sides
to take this as an opportunity to “sustain the positive momentum and engage in further constructive dialogue.” [New York Times] [NDTV]
Despite the U.N.’s exhortations, however, it seems that sustained rapprochement might not be as close as some hope: six Pakistani civilians
and two members of its military were killed over the weekend as a result of Indian shelling and mortar fire across the Line of Control (LoC).
Indian authorities claim that casualties have occurred on their side of the border as well, including the deaths of a civilian woman and two
children. At this juncture it remains to be seen how the crisis will continue to unfold. In the first wave of air attacks into Pakistan that occurred
at the beginning of the week, the Indian Air Force claims that significant terrorist training camps have been eliminated, although independent
verification of these assertions have yet to be confirmed. Likewise, the return of its pilot, along with the opportunity to frame the release as a
Pakistani bow to Indian pressure and military might, may give Prime Minister Modi an opportunity to take control of the narrative at home
and allow his BJP government to save face and perpetuate its perception as the hawkish, security-focused party in the run up to this year’s
national elections.
This point in particular is in India often enforced by hawkish media outlets, including one partially owned by a BJP politician [Republic], which
has proclaimed that India has “brought Pakistan to its knees” and that “India’s decisive battle has begun”, echoing Modi’s own awkward pun
on the release being only a “pilot project” with the “real project” yet to happen. [National Interest/ India Times] Both Pakistani and Indian
media have run with news stories that were fake, for instance using older video material of shot down fighter jets and displaying it as current
footage. A relatively balanced summary of the media reports that were fake can be found here [Quartz]. In Pakistan, mainstream media
stressed the appreciation of the international community of PM Khan’s move to de-escalate, as well as a petition that is making the rounds
suggesting him for a Nobel peace prize [Pakistan Today]. PM Khan himself has already rejected this idea and peace, despite his rather
reasonable talk of constraint - "I ask India: with the weapons you have and the weapons we have, can we really afford such a miscalculation?
If this escalates, things will no longer be in my control or in Modi's." – is far from certain. [Dawn] Modi over the weekend chaired a meeting of
the National Security Council on Sunday, making a point that the crisis is far from over. [India Today] Regardless of who is spinning the
narrative, at least for the moment, uncontrollable escalation between the two nuclear-capable states seems to have been neutralized.
[Guardian] [Washington Post] [BBC]
As far as the political opposition goes, a Congress Party (INC) spokesman laid into the ruling party for what it characterized as the politicization
of a serious international crisis. In an effort to thread the needle between criticism of the government response and being careful to deflect
accusations of national disloyalty, Congress noted the courage of the captured pilot and emphasized the need for national unity while claiming
that the decision to commit the Indian Air Force to attacks across the border were a risky and unnecessary escalation of hostilities between
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the two nations undertaken primarily as a means to buttress his nationalist constituency in a time when righteous anger toward Pakistan was
at fever pitch. [The Hindu]
05 March 2019

Japan-Russia relations: Bumpy road towards a peace treaty
(dql) In a move further complicating talks on a peace treaty, Moscow has called the alliance between Tokyo and Washington a threat and
impediment to improving Japanese-Russian bilateral ties. [Japan Today]
In an earlier move last week, several Russian officials made a visit to the disputed Southern Kuril Islands on the occasion of the launching of an
underwater fiber-optic communication line providing local residents with Internet access. The visit prompted a stern protest from Tokyo,
calling the act “unacceptable”. [TASS]
Moscow’s moves comes as relations between Russia and the USA are deteriorating in the wake of the US withdraw from the IntermediateRange Nuclear Forces Treaty and as Japan’s Lower House just approved the 2019 budget allocating a record high of almost 50 billion USD for
defense spending including the purchase of Aegis Ashore missile defense system and half a dozen F-35A stealth fighters. [Kyodo News] [Nikkei
Asian Review]

Joint venture between India and Russia to manufacture the Kalashnikov assault rifles

05 March 2019

(jk) Prime Minister Modi laid a foundation stone of a manufacturing unit last week which will see local Indian production of the famed
Kalashnikov assault rifles’ newest series, the AK-203. The agreement to fully localize the production of the small arms was reached between
Modi and Putin at the end of last year and further emphasizes the close security relationship between the two countries. The factory’s location,
Amethi, has been a Congress stronghold for decades and is the constituency of the Nehru-Gandhi family since 1980. [NDTV]

Philippines: U.S. Secretary of State Pompeo visits Manila, promises support in the South China Sea
(zf) U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo made a scheduled trip to Manila this week to discuss relations between the two allied nations, and
especially concerns over continued Chinese aggression in the South China Sea. In the meeting, it was reported that Secretary Pompeo assured
officials that the Trump Administration would provide Manila military support if under attack by Chinese vessels, as well as promising to ensure
that the maritime region stayed open for international trade and commercial transit. He emphasized that any forceful aggression toward
Philippine assets would result in the triggering of mutual defense treaties.
In response to Mr. Pompeo’s statements, a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman reiterated the Chinese view that their vessels are there to
maintain territorial sovereignty and that the U.S. and other foreign ships should have no trouble in the region as long as they refrain from
starting trouble. [Guardian] [The Hill]
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The treaty emphasized by Pompeo is a 68-year old Mutual Defense Treaty between the two countries stating that an attack on one of the
signatories should be considered an attack on the other. Interestingly, however, Filipino President Rodrigo Duterte has been openly dismissive
of U.S. support on the international stage in the past. Several years ago Duterte announced an intended military and economic separation
from the U.S.; he has publicly commented on a loss of faith in America on several occasions. With that said, some analysts emphasize that
besides the bluster, Duterte has made little substantive efforts to seriously hurt the relationship.
For example, despite threats to scrap treaties like the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement that gives the U.S. authority to construct
facilities on Filipino army bases, the status quo largely remains in place. While some have criticized Duterte’s handling of affairs in the South
China Sea as too friendly to Chinese interests, others argue that his statements should be seen a balancing act that reflects the changing nature
of hegemonic power in the region: as the economic rise of China becomes more alluring and difficult to ignore, it may be in the Philippines’
best interest to try and deflect the wrath of Beijing while being careful not to totally marginalize its relationship with the U.S. for security
reasons. [Rappler] [Philippine Star]
05 March 2019

Singapore to buy four F-35 fighters
(ls) Singapore plans to buy four US-made F-35 jet fighters to update its ageing current fleet. It opted for the Lockheed Martin jets over rivals
from Europe and China and will become the third Asian nation after Japan and South Korea to buy the F-35 jets. Singapore has one of Asia’s
best-equipped militaries. Last month, its parliament passed the biggest defence and security budget in the country’s history. [South China
Morning Post]

South Korea-USA relations: Deal on defense cost for deployed U.S. troops signed

12 March 2019

(dql) Following rounds of laborious negotiations since last year, Washington and Seoul last Friday signed a defense cost deal which would
increase Seoul’s financial contribution for the deployment of U.S. troops in the Asian country from 830 million USD last year to 924 million USD
in 2019. [Outlook India]
12 March 2019

Japan’s Self-Defense Force: New type of patrol ship planned
(dql) According to government sources, a plan is underway to start in 2020 construction of a new type of Maritime Self-Defense Force patrol
ship, to be mainly used for reconnaissance and surveillance activities in territorial waters. The government aims to have 12 such patrol ships
over the next 10 years. [Japan News]
For a critical assessment of Japan’s neglect in SDF personnel recruitment policy see Grant Newsham in [Japan Forward].
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India: Violence continues in Kashmir; doubt over Indian success claims after air-raid site confirmed standing
(zf/ls) In a sign that a resolution to the violence in Kashmir is making little progress, another attack this week by a Pakistani-based militant
group in Jammu killed one person and injured over 30 others. This attack comes just weeks after the Pulwama terrorist attack, which set off a
wave of escalating tensions between the two nuclear-capable states and left the internationally community fearing uncontrollable escalations
of violence might be imminent. While the worst-case scenario of sustained cross-border war seems less likely at this juncture, the continued
violence will certainty do little to curb Indian hard-liners bent on revenge.
With that said, some details pertaining to the latest attack speak to the complicated nature of the situation: While the group who claimed
responsibility for the attack was based in Pakistan, the individual who carried out the attack was a Kashmiri Indian national, just as in Pulwama.
While it has been regularly reported that some Indian citizens have been radicalized in Kashmir, especially based on arguments that Delhi has
imposed on them a life of oppressive militarization, this contradicts arguments given by some news outlets and other hard-liners in India who
frame the issue solely in terms of Pakistani aggression. [Reuters] [Economic Times] [Hindustan Times]
Meanhwile, Pakistan intensified its crackdown against Islamist militants on Thursday, with the government announcing it had taken control of
182 religious schools and detained more than 100 people as part of its push against banned groups. The move represents Pakistan’s biggest
move against banned organizations in years. However, many of the groups are popular among the poor because they operate networks of
charities. Some groups have also enjoyed the support of the military and intelligence services. [Reuters 2] [Arab News]
In a related development, it has been reported that some air-raid sites that India claims to have destroyed following Pulwama are still standing,
as per satellite imaging evidence that has been reviewed by several news outlets. The images, originally produced by a U.S.-based private
satellite operator called Planet Labs, Inc., purport to show that a religious school in northeastern Pakistan run by the terrorist group responsible
for last month’s attack appears to be unscathed. This comes after repeated claims by the Indian government that its air force had destroyed
the group’s terrorist training faculties at the site.
The evidence seems to buttress Pakistan’s version of events, where it is claimed that India failed to produce damage to Pakistani-based
infrastructure. The Indian government has yet to respond to inquires as to whether this evidence undermines their official narrative of events.
While speculation over Indian obfuscation regarding its counter-insurgency raids are a fraught subject in the absence of further corroborating
evidence, it is conceivable that Indian officials were eager to claim victory after the raids as a means to placate the nationalist voices calling for
severe escalations, and to give the government tangible cover regarding an appropriate response to the attack in the run up to next month’s
parliamentary elections. [Reuters 3]
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12 March 2019

Uncertain future of the “Quad”
(ls) Admiral Phil Davidson, who heads the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, suggested on Thursday that the so-called Quad (Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue), a loose security grouping of the U.S., Japan, Australia and India, may be shelved for now. Davidson referred, in particular, to remarks
made by the Indian Navy chief who did not see any immediate potential of the Quad. However, on Friday, a Pentagon spokesperson said the
U.S. will continue to have regular diplomatic meetings to “coordinate our respective visions of and efforts in the Indo-Pacific region.” [Times
of India] [Indian Express]
The United States and the other three countries had come together to provide humanitarian assistance after the Indian Ocean tsunami in
2004. Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe then suggested to form the Quad, which met three years later. The meetings stopped for a decade
after China formally reached out to each country to seek information on the meetings’ purpose. The Quad then met again in 2017. India had
stressed in the past that the Quad was not a military grouping. [The Diplomat]

12 March 2019

India to lease Russian submarine
(ls) India has sealed a USD 3 billion deal with Russia for leasing of a nuclear-powered attack submarine for the Indian Navy for a period of 10
years. It will be the third Russian submarine to be leased to the Indian Navy. Russia, India’s cold war ally, remains a major supplier of arms to
India, irritating the United States, which has imposed sanctions on nations buying military hardware from Moscow. India has been significantly
bolstering its naval prowess in the backdrop of China's attempts to expand its influence in the Indian Ocean region. [Economic Times] [South
China Morning Post]
U.S.-Indian trade relations face uncertainty as India insists on Iranian oil imports (zf) As AiR has reported last month, the Trump Administration
plans to end the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) for India, an economic agreement that gives the country’s companies preferential
access to U.S. markets, reasoning that Delhi has not been as accommodating as it should be regarding reciprocal access for U.S. companies in
the Indian marketplace. [CNN]
The matter may be further complicated by Indian efforts to maintain its relationship with Iranian oil producers. As it stands, India is one of
several countries that have negotiated a waiver with the U.S. to continue buying Iranian oil after the U.S. pulled out of the 2015 Iranian nuclear
deal and re-imposed harsh sanctions on the country, albeit in lower quantities. Although this round of wavers is set to expire in May, India
made it clear this week that it wants to extend the deal. The U.S., however, has been pushing hard to reduce international purchases of Iranian
oil as a means to further isolate the country after allegedly undermining the non-proliferation treaty.
It remains to be seen, however, how successful the U.S. will be in this endeavor, especially since its exit from the treaty was a generally
unpopular move among allies who had likely assumed Iran would be open for business in the coming decades. When asked about the waiver
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extensions, a U.S. spokesman confirmed that the government is in ongoing discussions with the relevant countries to negotiate an agreed upon
settlement of the issue, and reiterated that the U.S. supports eventually cutting Iranian exports with these countries to zero. [Reuters]
12 March 2019

South China Sea tensions: Vietnam, Philippines, US, China
(jk) Tensions have gone up again this past week with regards to the South China Sea. Vietnam is investigating the sinking of a fishing vessel,
which according to a local rescue agency was rammed by a Chinese vessel causing it to sink. The incident happened near the Paracel islands,
claimed by both Vietnam and China [NewsCorpAustralia]. The reports have not been confirmed by the Chinese side, instead there was a claim
that a Chinese vessel had approached the sunken ship after it capsized and issued a distress call. According to some experts, (ramming)
incidents like this happen regularly but are rarely reported widely in the international news media [VOA].
In the Philippines, the focus was on US Secretary of State Pompeo’s visit after the Philippine Secretary of National Defense Delfin Lorenzana
has repeatedly said that the mutual defense treaty between the two countries would need to be reviewed. There is not only the questions of
whether the US would come to the Philippines defence in the case of a war over South China Sea features, but also vice-versa, so whether it is
wise for the Philippines to being bound to come to the US’ help should they be involved in a shooting war in the region. [Stripes]
Pompeo during his visit, gave assurance in Manila on the applicability of the treaty to Philippine forces in the South China Sea. “China’s island
building and military activities in the South China Sea threaten sovereignty [of the Philippines], security and therefore economic livelihood, as
well as that of the United States”. He went on to say that “as the South China Sea is part of the Pacific, any armed attack on Philippine forces,
aircraft or public vessels in the South China Sea will trigger mutual defense obligations under Article 4 of our mutual defense treaty”. [Rappler]
The Chinese ambassador in the meantime assured that the People’s Republic of China was not out to attack anyone in the South China Sea,
stressing that the PRC is seeking peace and stability but they were worried about attacks from “the other side”. [Manila Times]

12 March 2019

Singaporean to buy up to 12 F-35 US fighter jets
(jk) The Singaporean Defence Minister announced a plan to buy up to 12 F-35 last week before parliament. The move would see Singapore’s
Air Force upgrading from F-16 fighter jets and would be a substantial capability boost and only the fourth country in Asia to have the F-35 (the
other are Australia, Japan and South Korea). The deal currently awaits Congressional approval. US media has interpreted the deal as being
directed at China [CNN], but Singapore’s Ministry of Defence has stated it was solely for Singapore’s own defence and not directed at any one
country. [Strait Times]
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China-EU relations: Brussels releases 10-point plan to balance China economic ties

19 March 2019

(dql) Last week, the European Commission released a 10-point plan [European Commission] aimed to protect the European Union better in
trade relations with China, in particular against what Brussels sees as unfair competition from Chinese state-subsidized take-overs and statesubsidized companies. China’s trade surplus in goods with the European Union was at 200.4 billion USD in 2017.
Europe, for whom China is the second-biggest export market after the United States, has also been increasingly frustrated over slowness of
China’s opening of its economy, a swell of Chinese takeovers in critical EU sectors and U.S. pressure to shun China over espionage concerns.
The 10-point plan include trade, climate, WTO-reforms, Iran cooperation and a common EU approach to the security of 5G networks and
screening of foreign direct investment and is set to be discussed and endorsed by EU leaders at a summit in Brussels on 21-22 March. [Reuters]
[euobserver]

China-USA relations: Strategic competition with China (and Russia) prioritized in US Defense Budget proposal for 2020

19 March 2019

(dql) Within the Fiscal Year 2020 Budget proposal of the U.S. Government [White House] of 4.6 trillion USD, submitted last week to Congress,
President Trump has requested a budget of 718 billion USD for the Department of Defense, a 33 billion or 5% increase compared with 2019.
The proposed defense spending “enhances the military’s readiness and lethality, prioritizing strategic competition with China and Russia” while
it “also sustains efforts to deter and counter rogue regimes such as North Korea and Iran, defeat terrorist threats, and consolidate gains in Iraq
and Afghanistan through a resource-sustainable approach”.
Acting Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan, whose focus has been China since taking over from James Mattis in January, stated in his testimony
before Senate Armed Services Committee that "China is aggressively modernizing its military, systematically stealing science and technology,
and seeking military advantage through a strategy of military-civil fusion” and highlighted three major structural changes in the budget,
including space force, hypersonic weapons and cyber warfare to which 14.1 billion USD, 2.6 billion USD and 9.6 billion USD are requested
respectively. [CBS]
Meanwhile, earlier this month, China announced a 7.5% increase in its projected defence spending over last year, with spending on sustaining,
growing, and modernising its military totalling 177.54 billion USD. [The Diplomat]
19 March 2019

China: City building in South China Sea
(dql) Defying stern criticism from the US last week, China has announced plans to push forward with the development of a new “island city” in
the disputed waters of the South China Sea, of which observers believe it would allow the People's Liberation Army Navy, coast guard and the
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maritime militia to further expand presence in the South China Sea, if it comes along with further basing infrastructure and logistics nodes.
[Newsweek]
The announcement comes after two American B-52 strategic bombers, capable of carrying nuclear weapons, last week flew over the disputed
South China Sea area for a second time in 10 days and further fuels tensions between China and the US. [CNN]
For an account on China’s readiness to go to war over the South China Sea see [National Interest].
19 March 2019

Japan: Advancing military capabilities to counter China
(dql) According to diplomatic sources, Japan and the US are working towards developing a new radar system for Aegis-equipped US Navy ships
aimed at improving defense capabilities to counter new weapons, including the hypersonic missiles being developed by China and Russia. The
new radar system will provide 360-degree surveillance on warships and the AN/SPY-6, an upgraded radar system suitable for detecting highaltitude threats, is scheduled to be delivered in 2020. Currently in use is the AN/SPQ-9B system which detects and tracks low-flying threats,
with a traditional rotating radar making blind spots unavoidable. [Japan Times]
In a related development, Japan’s Defense Ministry announced plans to develop a longer-range air-to-ship cruise missile, believed to be
directed against Chinese naval vessels' advanced capabilities. The plan involves extending the range of Japan's supersonic ASM-3 air-to-ship
missiles from currently less than 200 km to over 400 km to be able to defend a chain of outlying islands in the southwest. [Mainichi]

UN Security Council vote on sanctioning Pakistani militant again vetoed by China
(jk) Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) is the Pakistan-based militant group that had claimed responsibility for the suicide bombing back in February
which ignited renewed tensions between Pakistan and India. [AiR 4/2, AiR 1/3] The group’s primary goal is to separate Kashmir from India and
there are allegations- especially from India - that it is at least tacitly supported by forces linked to the government of Pakistan.
This past week, the UN Security Council voted on whether to designate JeM’s leader as a terrorist under the UNSC resolution concerning ISIL
(Da'esh), Al-Qaida, and associated individuals, groups, undertakings, and entities. [UNSC] While the group itself is already designated as such,
the JeM’s leader has thus far escaped this fate which would mean a travel ban, an arms embargo and the freezing of assets. This was the fourth
time over the past ten years that such a vote was held, and just like on the previous three occasions, the vote was rejected due to a veto by
the People’s Republic of China to the disappointment of India. [Times Of India, The Statesman] The proposal was brought forward by the US,
the UK and France. China, referring to Pakistan as its “iron brother”, has become Pakistan’s largest weapons supplier of increasingly
sophisticated weaponry. According to Stockholm’s SIPRI, data shows that from 2008-18, China has supplied weapons worth over $6.4 billion,
followed by the US at $2.5 billion. [Economic Times India]
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19 March 2019

Maldives to install radar systems it received from India this year
(jk) Just before the two-day visit of the Indian Minister of External Affairs to the Maldives commenced on Sunday, the Maldives Military said
that the installation of 10 radar systems gifted by the Indian government to protect its exclusive economic zone (EEZ) will be completed within
the end of this year. [Avas 1, Avas 2] India and the Maldives had already signed a cooperation agreement to that extent in 2016, but former
President Yameen refused to allow the installation of Indian radars. At the same press conference where the above statement was made, a
spokesman has also said that around 50 Indian soldiers are stationed in the Maldives alongside two helicopters that were previously gifted by
the Indian government. Previously, it had only been said that around 30 technical staff maintaining an individual helicopter were in the country
at any given time. [Avas 3]

India and Myanmar engage in joint military operations on border to disrupt terror camps

19 March 2019

(zf) It has been confirmed this week that India has been participating in joint military operations with Myanmar to disrupt and destroy terror
camps along their shared northernmost border areas. Reporting has detailed operations that took place in late February and early March, and
which may be still ongoing. While some reports have suggested a cross border operation by Indian forces into Burmese territory, officials
maintain that no incursions into international territory took place and that India’s main concern was keeping the rebel factions off domestic
soil. It is claimed that the strikes destroyed 12 rebel outposts, and had been primarily directed by the Burmese army with Indian help both
strategically and in the supply of weapons. Besides rebel incursions, another concern in the region were the group’s potential disruptions of
an infrastructure plan known as the Kaladan Project, which looks to increase connectivity between Kolkata and Sittwe, Myanmar by way of
both land and water-based transport systems. The main catalyst for the operation, therefore, seems to be increased hostile activity by a local
rebel group known as the Arakan Army, which exists on an ideology of national separatism from Myanmar-proper, and were seen as a threat
to Indian construction workers at Kaladan. [Economic Times] [Times of India] [Hindustan Times]
19 March 2019

Singapore and Malaysia set to resolve maritime boundary dispute
(ls) Singapore and Malaysia on Thursday said they had resolved to begin negotiations over a disputed maritime boundary, an issue that put
the neighbors’ relations under pressure in recent months. Singapore’s Vivian Balakrishnan and his Malaysian counterpart Saifuddin Abdullah
said both nations had agreed to suspend the implementation of their overlapping port limits for now. Moreover, no government vessels will
anchor in the area, commercial activities will be suspended and no new ones authorized. The two countries are also at odds over two other
issues, which are the price Singapore pays Malaysia for fresh water, and the city state’s management of a small section of Malaysian airspace.
[South China Morning Post]
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19 March 2019

Indonesia: Anti-terrorism operations on the rise
(ls) The wife of an arrested Indonesian militant detonated a bomb that killed herself and her children on Wednesday in North Sumatra inside
a house besieged by the police including the Detachment 88 anti-terror squad. Figures from the Indonesian police showed that last year
Detachment 88 killed or detained 396 militants, a record number and a sharp jump from the 176 in 2017. In May last year, a family of six
carried out suicide bombings at three churches in Surabaya in Indonesia’s East Java province during Sunday mass, killing 13 people. [Straits
Times]

26 March 2019

Maldives: The Maldives reaffirm "India-First Policy”
(jk) After the two-day visit of the Indian Minister of External Affairs to the Maldives during which, as AiR has stated previously, the Maldives
Military said that the installation of 10 radar systems gifted by the Indian government will be completed within the end of this year, the
Maldivian leadership has reaffirmed its "India-First Policy”. Leaders said they will remain sensitive towards its security and strategic concerns
of India. [Economic Times] Incidentally, a planned anti-India protest in Malé was not allowed to go ahead after a permit for it was allegedly
violated. Protesters wanted to speak out against Indian military presence in the Maldives and about their suspicion Malé was enslaved to the
Indian government when police arrived and ended the protest prematurely. [Maldives Independent]
At the same time, at the occasion of Pakistan Day on the 23rd of March, the government expressed its appreciation for Pakistan’s role in the
socio-economic development of the Maldives, and Vice President Naseem emphasised his government’s wish to continue its cooperation with
the government of Pakistan across all areas. [Raajje]

26 March 2019

Sri Lanka receiving more foreign investment, including from the PRC
(jk) The People’s Republic of China agreed last week to provide a loan of US$989 million in order to build a highway connecting the country’s
central region to the China-run seaport of Hambantota and an airport near Colombo. [Dawn] Also last week, Oman’s oil minister arrived in Sri
Lanka to take part in a ceremony surrounding the beginnings of a nearly US$4 billion construction project for a new oil refinery near the port
of Hambantota. Although there is no formal endorsement by the Omani government yet, the Sri Lankan side stated Oman was taking a share
of around 30% percent of the project with 70% taken by a Singapore company controlled by India’s Accord Group. [Reuters] PM
Wickremesinghe is hoping to display with this single biggest foreign investment project that Sri Lanka is open for investments from country’s
other than the PRC. "The interest shown by the Oman government, the interest shown by many other investors from other parts of the world
shows that Hambantota will become a truly international investment zone." [Channel News] Opposition in the country, especially former PM
and Member of Parliament Rajapaksa remains highly critical of the move pointing out that Oman has not yet endorsed the deal and the
foundation stone of the refinery should not be in place prior to a formal agreement. [Newsfirst]
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26 March 2019

Indonesia to propose USD91 billions worth projects for Belt and Road
(jk) Indonesia’s Coordinating Maritime Affairs Minister announced that the country is due to propose 28 projects related to seaports, power
plants, smelters as well as industrial and tourism estate for the China's Belt and Road Initiative. These projects, worth of USD 91 billion, concern
North Sumatra, North Kalimantan, North Sulawesi and Bali and are set to be proposed on Wednesday in Bali. [Straitstimes]

More criticism and reactions from Malaysia on EU palm oil decision – Chinese fighter jets as a negotiating tactic?

26 March 2019

(jk) As a reaction to the European Commission’s conclusion that palm oil should be phased out from transport fuel due to environmental
concerns last week, Indonesia and Malaysia have raised more concerns in addition to openly considering the boycott of European goods.
[SCMP 1]Malaysia’s leader said last week that in a possible response, his country could look to the People’s Republic of China to upgrade its
fleet of Russian MiG-29 fighters and cancel plans to purchase France’s Rafale jet or the Eurofighter Typhoon. His comments come ahead fiveday international defence exhibition on the island of Langkawi where many global weapons manufactures are present. [SCMP 2]

China-USA relations: Beijing protests against Washington’s possible sale of fighter jets to Taiwan and other stitches

26 March 2019

(dql) Citing unnamed sources, the South China Morning Post reports that the Trump administration has tacitly approved Taiwan’s request to
purchase more than 60 F-16 Fighting Falcon jets. [South China Morning Post] The possible sale, which would be the first US sale of advanced
fighter jets to Taiwan since 1992, prompted fierce a protest by China, reiterating its firm opposition against arms sales to Taiwan and urging
the US government to “to fully recognize the sensitivity of this issue and the harm it will cause.” [Bloomberg]
Beijing also lodged a representation over Washington's sending of a guided-missile destroyer and a coastguard vessel through the Taiwan
Strait at the weekend [Taiwan News] as well as over Washington’s plan to allow Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen to stop over in Hawaii next
week during her tour of the island’s diplomatic allies in the Pacific. [Reuters]
26 March 2019

Pakistan shows off military might at Republic Day
(dql) In a show of strength towards India, Pakistan’s army parade on Saturday, marking Republic Day, displayed missiles, tanks and aircraft,
with troops marching through the streets of Islamabad and flyover-performing warplanes including the JF-17 fighter jet, which shot down
Indian military aircraft in the context of last month’s attack. Guests of honor were Malaysia’s Prime Minister Mahathir, Azerbaijan’s Defense
Minister Col. Gen. Zakir HasanovMohamad, and the commander of the National Guard of Bahrain, Lt. Gen. Sheikh Mohamed Bin Isa Bin Salman
Al-Khalifa. The parade was also attended China, Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka and Turkey. [Defense News] [DW]
Meanwhile, Pakistan's military rejected India's claim that US-made F-16 fighters jets were used to shoot down Indian military aircraft in the
context of last month’s attack, saying that a JF-17 Thunder combat aircraft developed jointly with China was used in the operation. The US
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State Department announced that it was seeking more information from Pakistan to clarify possible violations of the end-user agreement.
[Economic Times]
26 March 2019

Nepal-Pakistan relations: Foreign secretary level talks suspended
(cw) In view of intensified tensions between India and Pakistan, Nepal has suspended foreign secretary level talks with Pakistan. A NepalPakistan Bilateral Consultation Mechanism meeting, chaired by the foreign ministers of Nepal and Pakistan and scheduled for 25 and 26 March
in Islamabad has been postponed until further notice.
The cancellation takes place shortly before the two-day visit of Indian Foreign Minister Vijay Keshav Gokhale on 28 March. It is expected that
Gokhale will review the status of Indian-funded projects in Nepal and discuss counter-terrorism issues. [Business Standard]

26 March 2019

Sri Lanka – Australia Naval Exercises, Army exercises with India
(jk) Ahead of major naval exercises between Australia and India that will take place in the Bay of Bengal next month, ships of the Australian
Navy have arrived in Sri Lanka for a set of activities under its Indo-Pacific Endeavor series – the Australian Navy’s largest defence engagement
in South and Southeast Asia to date. [AUS Dep of Defence] The Royal Australian Navy will train with the Sri Lankan navy for humanitarian
assistance and disaster relief operations. [Colombo Page]
At the same time, Sri Lanka is conducting its annual army exercises with India from March 26 to April 8. The Mitra Shakti exercises are conducted
annually as part of military diplomacy and interaction between the two armies. [United News of India]

Philippines: Former government officials initiate ICC case against China’s Xi Jinping for crimes against humanity in South China 26 March 2019
Sea
(zf) With the Philippines official exit from the International Criminal Court (ICC) just a week old, it was announced this week that a new
complaint was made at the ICC against China’s actions in the South China Sea by the country’s former Foreign Secretary and chief anticorruption officer. The former Philippine officials claim that China’s aggression in the South China Sea deprives thousands of foreign fishermen
of their livelihood in contested waters and destroys the environment by way of dubious land-reclamation techniques. It is argued that such
actions threaten food and energy security in the region. They also say that the complaint was officially filed a week before the Philippines left
the organization. While the new case is an interesting development, especially in light of the country’s recent exit from the ICC last week, there
is little evidence that such an accusation will lead to any substantial changes to Beijing’s policy proclivities—even if the ICC were to rule in
favour of the plaintiffs. Indeed, despite Beijing’s official reprimand after the ICC’s infamous Philippines v. China case in 2016 that ruled any
Chinese claims in the region were unfounded, China roundly ignored the ruling and claimed that the ICC had no jurisdiction over internal
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government policy. There is little reason, therefore, to think that another unfavourable ruling would change their behaviour, even if the case
were to be sincerely undertaken. In the Philippines, reactions to the news were mixed. Several senators came out in favour of the development,
framing their support as the patriotic thing to do in order to ensure national territorial integrity and national sovereignty. President Duterte,
by contrast, dismissed the complaint, emphasizing that the ICC currently has no jurisdiction over the Philippines or China. He also made clear
that relations with China will remain strong despite the allegations. [South China Morning Post] [Rappler] [Reuters]

Vietnam again denounces Taiwan's live-fire drills in the South China Sea. It also lodges a separate complaint with the PRC

26 March 2019

(jk) The Vietnamese Ministry of Foreign Affairs has spoken out against Taiwanese live fire drills in the South China Sea as those represent a
serious violation of Vietnamese sovereignty. Taiwan has conducted the drills last week and has previously done so, receiving the same reaction
from Vietnam. The drills were conducted near the Spratly Islands, which Vietnam claims to be its territory. [Vietnam Express, Taiwan News]
With regards to the fishing vessel that had allegedly been rammed by a PRC vessel earlier this month (as reported here two weeks ago), causing
the ship to sink, Vietnam has now lodged an official protest with China. Vietnam has now said that the fishing vessel was moored in the Paracel
archipelago when a China Maritime Surveillance Vessel chased it and fired water cannon at it. [Reuters]
02 April 2019

Further constraints on Malaysia-Singapore relations
(ls) The Malaysian government continues to sell off “non-strategic assets” abroad, such as land and buildings, in order to reduce the 1 trillion
ringgit debt (US$245 billion) public debt. Whereas some critics fear the moves will privilege an elite group, who may be able to acquire these
assets below market price, others say the move may worsen ties with neighboring Singapore as the Mahatir administration may consider that
related investments made in Singapore largely benefit the city state instead of Malaysia. Mahatir’s predecessor Najib Razak and Singapore
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong had entered into joint projects in Singapore and in the Iskandar region of Johor as part of efforts to entwine
the two nations with a “prosper thy eighbor” philosophy and place bilateral ties on a surer footing. [South China Morning Post]
Besides ongoing territorial and maritime disputes, Malaysia-Singapore are currently also strained by Singapore’s move to deny entry to
Malaysian vehicles with outstanding fines for auto-related offences. As of last February, drivers of foreign vehicles had accumulated about
400,000 outstanding fines in Singapore amounting to $32 million. [Straits Times]

02 April 2019

China-USA trade talks: Progress made, but no details revealed
(dql) Last week another round of high-level Chinese-US trade negotiations ended, with both sides confirming that progress has been made
while refraining from disclosing details. [Reuters]
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In a latest development, China on Sunday announced the extension of a suspension of retaliatory tariffs on U.S. autos and the inclusion the
opioid fentanyl in a list of controlled substances. Beijing's move is believed to create a positive atmosphere for trade negotiations in this week
in Washington. [Yahoo News]
For a sceptical view on the chances that China will give up intellectual property theft, a major issue in the Chinese-US trade talks, see Grant
Newsham in [AND Magazine].

Indonesia criticizes American recognition of Golan Heights as Israeli territory

02 April 2019

(ls) Indonesia has joined criticism against the Trump administration’s decision to recognize Israeli sovereignty over the occupied Golan Heights.
Indonesia, home to the world’s largest Muslim population, has been among the first countries in Southeast Asia to condemn the decision. The
Indonesian foreign ministry said that Indonesia’s position is based on the principles in the UN charter with regard to the respect for the
sovereignty and territorial integrity of each country, as well as various elements contained in UN Security Council resolutions relating to the
Golan Heights. American allies Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and Saudi Arabia had denounced the Trump administration’s decision, while Syria called
it “a blatant attack on its sovereignty”. [Straits Times]

Indian oil company under spotlight for business relationship with Venezuela amid U.S. sanctions regime
(zf) Reliance, an Indian oil company that currently operates the world’s largest refining complex, has been in the spotlight this week over its
continued business relationship with Venezuela, a country that has faced a litany of U.S.-led sanctions regimes as a result of the country’s
spiraling political crisis at the hands of its autocratic leader, Nicolas Maduro. While the U.S. doesn’t have direct policy control over the Indian
company’s business dealings, it has repeatedly pressed Reliance—and other international companies—to suspend business dealings in the
country until Maduro leaves office. In this particular case, there seems to be several rationales for a large Indian-based conglomerate to
maintain the good graces of Washington as it implements these policy initiatives in the country. First are macroeconomic and geopolitical
interests: as India looks to renegotiate a lucrative waiver-program with the U.S. over its business dealings with Iran (another country where
the U.S. is pushing broad international disinvestment) amid rising trade tensions, it is likely in India’s economic interest to keep U.S. policy
goals in mind. Concerning geopolitics, India’s reliance on the U.S. as a political and military ally should be fresh in the minds of Delhi’s governing
class after its recent scuffle with Pakistan. As for Reliance itself, owner Mukesh Ambani has several business interests in the U.S., where
subsidiaries linked to its oil and telecom businesses are operating. In a statement, the company claims that it hasn’t breached U.S. sanctions
laws and that all recent dealings with the country are a result of settling backorders that were agreed to before the new sanctions were put in
place this January. They also emphasized that they have been in close contact the U.S. Department of State regarding its business deals in the
country since the announcement of the sanctions regime and will continue to adjust policy accordingly. [Reuters] [NDTV] [Politico]
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Conflict between EU and Malaysia, Indonesia over palm oil exports aggravates

02 April 2019

(ls) Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad said that the European Union risks starting a trade war with Malaysia over its “grossly unfair”
policies aimed at reducing the use of palm oil. As AiR previously reported, the European Commission concluded that palm oil cultivation results
in excessive deforestation and its use in transport fuel should be phased out by 2030. “Trade wars are not something we like to promote but
on the other hand it is grossly unfair for rich people to try and impoverish poor people,” Mahatir said. [Reuters 1]
Mahathir had previously warned the EU that were it to proceed with a plan to classify palm oil as a “high risk” commodity, Malaysia might
retaliate by purchasing fighter jets from China instead of European arms suppliers. He later played down this threat. [South China Morning
Post]
Malaysia, the world’s second biggest palm oil producer after Indonesia, relies on the crop for billions of dollars in foreign exchange earnings
and hundreds of thousands of jobs. Meanwhile, Indonesia’s government said it will encourage the country’s palm oil companies to file lawsuits
against the European Union. The country also pledged to launch a World Trade Organization (WTO) challenge against the EU and said the
government is “examining bilateral relations with member states that have been most supportive” of the European rules. [Reuters 2]
In a separate development, the Philippines announced that it would form a “technical working group” with Malaysia and Indonesia to address
its concern over alleged smuggling and dumping of palm oil that have lowered the domestic prices of the country’s coconut oil. The Philippines
urges Malaysia and Indonesia to keep their palm oil exports to the Philippines at levels that would not hurt the local coconut and oil palm
industries. [Reuters 3]

Cross-Strait relations: Chinese fighter jets crossed the Taiwan Strait's “median line”

02 April 2019

(dql) Taiwan on Sunday condemned what it called a "reckless" and "provocative" move by China which "seriously impacted regional safety and
stability" after two Chinese fighter jets crossed a maritime border separating the two sides for the first time since years. Taipei scrambled
aircraft to intercept two Chinese J-11 planes. [CNN]
Beijing's move comes after the Trump administration in March gave tacit approval to Taiwan’s request to purchase 60 F-16V fighter jets. [AiR
4/3/2019]
02 April 2019

PLA Navy trains Fijian Navy Crew on gifted vessel
(jk) The PLA Navy has gifted a hydrographic survey vessel to the Fijian Navy last December. About four months later, a PRC team has completed
training for the vessel’s new crew of the Fijian Navy. [Fiji Sun]
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China-Russia relations: Deepening military trade
(dql) Reflecting increasingly close strategic relations between China and Russia, Moscow is reportedly to sell Beijing an export variant of the
Sukhoi Su-57 fighter aircraft, with approval by Russian President Vladimir Putin expected in a few weeks. [The Diplomat].
Russia is facing increasingly stringent international sanctions over Crimea. However, China is not among the signatories to the punitive
measures.

02 April 2019

Japan: Boosting deterrent capabilities against China in southwest
(dql) In a move to strengthen defense of the country's southwestern Nansei Islands, where China's aircraft and vessels have been increasingly
active, Japan's Ground Self-Defense Force established new bases on Amami-Oshima island in Kagoshima Prefecture and Miyakojima island in
Okinawa Prefecture. On the former island surface-to-air and surface-to-ship missile units were deployed. [Japan News] [Nikkei Asian Review]

02 April 2019

South Korea: Boosting aircraft capabilities
(dql) In a boost for South Korea's aircraft capabilities, the first two F-35 stealth fighter arrived in South Korea last week, after the United States
approved a plan to export Lockheed Martin's latest F-35 jets to its East Asian ally. In 2014 Seoul had agreed on the purchase 40 F-35A stealth
jets with a total value of 6.5 billion USD. Complete delivery is slated for 2021. [Korea Times]

Japan-Russia relations remain strained: Moscow deploys surveillance drone to isles claimed by Tokyo

09 April 2019

(dql) Russia has reportedly deployed a surveillance drone, used for patrolling coastal areas and surrounding waters as well as for rescue
operations, to a group of islands controlled by Russia but claimed by Japan, a move which further puts pressure on already strained relations
between the two countries which are locked in a standoff over an dispute over islands known in Russia as the Kuril Islands and in Japan as the
Northern Territories. [Japan Times]
Russia's move comes after Japan earlier last week lodged a protest over Russia's shooting practice in waters near one of the four disputed
islands, scheduled for April 4-5 and April 8-12. [TASS]

Inter-Korean relations: Pyongyang angered over deployment of stealth fighter jets in South Korea
(dql) "Post-Hanoi" inter-Korean relations remain difficult, after the arrival of two F-35 stealth fighters in South Korea [AiR 1/4/2019] has been
condemned by Pyongyang. State-controlled website Uriminzokkiri denounced the deployment of the jets as a "hostile act that raises military
tension on the Korean Peninsula, and it is an apparent defiance to the people’s longing and our efforts to maintain peace.” [Korea Herald]
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Meanwhile, South Korea's National Assembly ratified a 915 million USD military cost-sharing deal with the United States on Friday. The socalled Special Measures Agreement contains an 8.2% increase in the amount which Seoul contributes to expenses for the stationing of some
28,500 U.S. troops in South Korea. [Yonhap]
09 April 2019

Taiwan-USA relations: Bill to foster Taiwan's security and economy
(dql) In move further straining US-Chinese relations over Taiwan, US congressmen on Monday submitted a bill in the House of Representatives
to foster Taiwan's security and economy. Among other issues, the bill, named Taiwan Assurance Act, calls for "regular sales and transfers of
defense articles to Taiwan in order to enhance its self-defense capabilities," covering undersea warfare and air defense capabilities, as well as
the resumption of meetings aimed to reach a bilateral free trade agreement to boost market access for US exports to Taiwan and to enhance
Taiwan's economic resilience. [Focus Taiwan]
The move follows a similar bill introduced a week earlier in the US Senate requesting the government to review its policy on Taiwan and to
elevate military ties with Taipei. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, following news last Wednesday on US soldiers posted at the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT), the de-facto American embassy
in Taiwan, China issued a protest complaining that it violated the "one China" principle and called on the USA to correct its "wrongdoing."
AIT spokesperson Amanda Mansour confirmed for the first time that since 2005 active duty military personnel have been stationed at AIT and
announced that the Institute will continue the course for the new office complex operation of which is slated for early May. [Taiwan News]

India-Pakistan: Report claims no evidence of downed fighter jet as Pakistani foreign minister expects further Indian attacks this 09 April 2019
month
(zf/ls) After February’s terrorist attack in Kashmir, Prime Minister Modi looked to respond in a manner that portrayed toughness. Incursions
by the Indian Air Force into Pakistani territory followed and India subsequently claimed to have destroyed extremist camps on the ground
along with an F-16 fighter jet. As previously reported, the destruction of any camps by Indian forces looks to be seriously in doubt. [AiR]
As for the jet, a report released this week by the U.S. publication Foreign Policy suggests that inventory counts of Pakistani jets corroborate
Islamabad’s version of events: all seem to be accounted for. The report claims that the U.S. was under obligation to inspect the fleet as part of
an “end-user agreement,’” which stipulates that any defence products sold to foreign militaries must be accounted for and monitored. The
U.S. manufactured F-16’s in question were apparently sold to Pakistan by Jordan, thereby making the sale subject to third-party sales
procedures, including periodic checks. [Foreign Policy] [Reuters]
Some reporting within India, however, has disputed these claims. Although the initial Foreign Policy piece said the U.S. State Department
declined to comment on the story, the Indian-based Hindustan Times claims to have a quote from the department saying that “[they] weren’t
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aware of any investigation like that.” Furthermore, a State Department official reiterated that the U.S. government had officially suspended
security assistance with Pakistan in January 2018. [Hindustan Times]
Meanwhile, Pakistan’s foreign minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi said that his country has “reliable intelligence” that India will attack again
between April 16 and 20. India rejected the statement. [Reuters 2]
09 April 2019

U.S. approves sale of anti-submarine helicopters to India
(ls) The United States has approved the sale of 24 military helicopters to India. The helicopters are designed for hunting submarines, targeting
ships and conducting search-and-rescue operations at sea. India is one of the United States’ leading defense partners with the interests of the
world’s two largest democracies largely overlapping amid their concerns over a rising China and Islamist extremism. Nonetheless, in recent
months, India also irritated the U.S. with military purchases from Russia. [Straits Times]

09 April 2019

NASA criticizes India’s anti-satellite test for excessive debris
(ls) The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) of the United States has criticized India for an anti-satellite test it carried out
last week, saying it created debris that could threaten the International Space Station. India shot down one of its own satellites with a rocket
to test its military capabilities in space. Though the particles will dissipate over time, this takes time. Much of the debris from a 2007 Chinese
antisatellite test is still in orbit. [New York Times]

09 April 2019

Clashes between Abu Sayyaf and Philippine troops in Sulu Province
(zf/jk) Islamic extremists located in its southern regions have been an ongoing concern for the Philippines, and last week, troops fought with
about 80 members of the Abu Sayyaf group in the town of Patikul in Sulu province. At least three soldiers, four militants as well as one hostage
were killed in the fight, with three other hostages managing to escape. One escapee is in critical condition after being shot in the back. The
Abu Sayyaf group is closely linked is to the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and is known for kidnappings and extortion. It was also involved
in the Jolo church bombings which killed over 20 people earlier this year. [Mindanao Examiner] [ABC]

09 April 2019

Deepening U.S.-Vietnam military cooperation
(jk) The United States has delivered six patrol boats to Vietnam worth US$12 million to assist maritime capacity building. The US embassy in
Hanoi said that “delivering these patrol vessels represents deepening U.S.-Vietnam cooperation in the areas of maritime law enforcement,
maritime search and rescue, and maritime humanitarian assistance operations within Vietnam’s territorial waters and exclusive economic
zone”. [Reuters] In addition to the recent delivery and other vessels that have arrived over the past couple of years, the US is further planning
for a second visit of an aircraft carrier after the USS Carl Vinson visited in March last year - the first such visit since the end of the Vietnam war
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in 1975. According to the US Assistant Secretary of Defence for the Indo-Pacific region, the US intention is to make aircraft carrier port-calls a
regular feature of the US-Vietnam relationship. [SCMP]

Philippines: Duterte warns China over its presence near disputed island in South China Sea

09 April 2019

(zf/jk) President Duterte warned China this week regarding its presence on Thitu Island (Pagasa) in the disputed waters in the South China Sea.
The Philippine military monitored more than 200 Chinese vessels from January to March in the disputed area. This comes weeks after
Philippines’ Foreign Minister publicly rebuked China for its ‘illegal’ activities around the island. Duterte claims his remarks weren’t necessarily
a warning, but rather words of advice to a friend. Nevertheless, he emphasized that he is prepared to instruct soldiers to “prepare for a suicide
mission” if China touches the island. Duterte has repeatedly warned that war with China would be akin to suicide given China’s military
advantage. Although Duterte has been criticized for a perceived coziness with China—especially as a means to confer any economic advantages
—he has recently taken a more critical tone. In recent months he has urged China to ‘temper its behavior’ regarding its policy in the South
China Sea. With upcoming national elections slated for May, these remarks might partly be an attempt to placate critics before the polls open.
China’s foreign ministry said in response to questions by The Wall Street Journal that China has sovereignty over Thitu Island, which Beijing
calls Zhongye Island, and the adjacent waters, and that it was “beyond reproach” for Chinese boats to fish there. At the same time, China and
the Philippines convened the Fourth Meeting of the Bilateral Consultation Mechanism (BCM) on the South China Sea in Manila on April 3 and
released a joint statement in which both sides agreed to “exercise self-restraint in the conduct of activities in the South China Sea that would
complicate or escalate disputes and affect peace and stability.” Thitu Island was not mentioned in particular. [Reuters] [Bloomberg] [China
Military Online]
17 April 2019

Taiwan-US relations: Sale of military program to Taiwan approved
(dql) The US State Department has announced its approval of the sale of a program of pilot training, maintenance and logistics support for the
F-16 aircraft to Taiwan. The 500 million USD package covers the costs for flight training, participation in approved training exercises, training
munitions, supply and maintenance support, as well as spare and repair parts. A State Department official stressed that the sale was unrelated
to Taiwan's reported plans to purchase new F-16 fighter jets from the US. [CNN]
Meanwhile, Taiwan’s Defense Ministry announced on Monday an incrementally rising 10-year budget aimed at surpassing 13 billion USD by
2027 and further growing to almost 14 billion USD by 2029. The budget for 2019 is at 11.34 billion USD. [South China Morning Post] [Asia
Times]
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Cross-Strait relations: Chinese academic deported from Taiwan for planned “one country, two systems”-unification speech

17 April 2019

(dql) A Chinese scholar was deported from Taiwan last week suspected of planning to hold a public speech advertising unification by force and
under the “one country, two systems” model. According to the National Immigration Agency the scheduled speech was a violation of his tourist
visa and could pose a threat to national security and be a cause for public unrest. The agency also announced that the scholar was listed as
‘persona non-grata’. [Focus Taiwan]
In a latest development of frosty Cross-Strait relations, Taiwanese warplanes and military vessels shadowed on Monday a group of mainland
fighter jets, flying by the island from the south coast of China on their way to military drills in the Western Pacific. [Taipei Times]
17 April 2019

China-Japan relations: Bumpy road to improving ties
(dql) Sino-Japanese relations remain difficult despite recent improvements. At fifth high-level economic dialogue between China and Japan in
Beijing last week, China’s Foreign Minister demanded from Japan to intensify efforts in seeking cooperation with China, stressing that while
both countries’ relations have improved recently, they still are in an "initial phase" with "[…] major opportunities,” but “also sensitivities and
weaknesses”. [Japan Today]
Among the sensitive issues voiced by Beijing at the meeting was Japan's recently introduced 5G policy that effectively prevents Japanese
companies using equipment from Chinese telecommunications giants Huawei or ZTE. [Reuters]
Meanwhile, Japan hit back and voiced concern over Beijing’s policies that could give Chinese companies unfair advantages when competing
on new technologies, including forced transfers of technology, intellectual property protection and industrial subsidies to state companies.
[Financial Times]

17 April 2019

Bangladesh-Bhutan: Several bi-lateral agreements inked
(zf) Five bilateral agreements were signed this week, including cooperation on inland waterways, health, agriculture, tourism, and public
administration. Notably, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed on the use of international waterways that flow between the two
countries for bilateral trade and transit cargo. [Dhaka Tribune]
The small nations sit sandwiched between two major regional powers (India and China). While Bangladesh has regularly courted China for
various projects and cross-border trade initiatives, [Dhaka Tribune 2] Bhutan has largely shunned its northern neighbor. In fact, Bhutan is the
only regional country exhibiting strong pushback against Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative. Although this comes as little surprise given the two
countries’ tense historical relationship, Thimpu’s extended hand toward Dhaka is likely a further attempt to mitigate the negative economic
consequences implicit in rebuffing Chinese overtures. [Times of India]
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Maldives: Ex-president says relationship with China will remain a priority despite the continuation of ‘India first’ policy

17 April 2019

(zf) After securing a strong majority in the country’s parliamentary elections last week, President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih doubled down on
his bid to end corruption, especially in regards to a policy shift on the handling of Chinese investment money. The issue of corruption had
become an important litmus test for candidates during the last election cycle after charges of money laundering were handed down to former
president Yameen several months ago. [Maldives Independent]
While the landslide victory secured by Solih’s Maldivian Democratic Party (MLD) gives them a clear mandate to re-tool policy vis-à-vis Beijing,
ex-president and MLD stalwart Mohamad Nasheed said this week that the Chinese relationship will continue to be a priority despite the
proposed rebalance to India. Historically, the Maldives prioritized its relationship with India, no doubt in large measure due to its close
proximity. However, under Yameen the relationship strained significantly. With the strong parliamentary majority, normalizing the relationship
with Delhi will likely be a top-tier foreign policy goal. [The Print]
17 April 2019

China-Malaysia relations: East Coal Rail Link on track again
(ls) Malaysia and China appear to have agreed on new terms for the East Coast Rail Link deal, making the realization of the project more likely
again. China apparently agreed to reducing Malaysia’s financial risk by cutting the fees by one third to RM44 billion (S$14.4 billion) and creating
a 50-50 joint venture to operate the 640km line across Peninsular Malaysia. Moreover, local participation in civil works of the key land bridge
in Beijing's Belt and Road initiative has also been increased from 30 to 40 per cent. [Straits Times]
Analysts said the scale of concessions from the Chinese side was a display of Beijing’s increasing desire to push back against accusations that
the Belt and Road Initiative was a form of “debt trap diplomacy”. Malaysian Prime Minister Mahatir’s administration had initially suspended
work on the rail link after its election victory last May. Construction is now expected to resume as early as next month. [South China Morning
Post]
In neighboring Indonesia, China’s high-speed rail project linking Jakarta and Bandung is also under increased scrutiny. Fears have intensified
over a potential debt trap. Moreover, the project has been marked by delays and complaints of inadequate compensation for villagers. It is
now a central point of debate in the coming election. [South China Morning Post 2]

Vietnamese suspect in Kim Jong Nam murder case soon to be released too
(ls) After Malaysian prosecutors had dropped the murder charge against Doan Thi Huong, the Vietnamese suspect in the Kim Jong Nam murder
case, her lawyer said that she will be released from Malaysian custody on 3 May. She had pleaded guilty to "causing injury" and was handed a
three year and four month jail term effective from the date of her arrest in February 2017 and later reduced for good behavior. The
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development appears to be the result of diplomatic pressure from Vietnam, following the release of an Indonesian co-suspect last month. The
case has raised questions over the prosecutors’ independence from political influence. [Bangkok Post]
17 April 2019

China-USA relations: Continued tensions over Venezuela
(dql) Amid progressing trade talks, widely believed to lead soon to a deal to end the Chinese-US trade dispute [New York Times], diplomatic
tensions between Beijing and Washington have increased over Venezuela. China, Venezuela’s main creditor, on Monday criticized US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo for accusing Beijing of prolonging the crisis in Venezuela by funding the Maduro government, and denounced his remarks
as ‘lies.’ [ABC News] [The Guardian]
China echoed positions of Iran and Russia. Both countries defended their support of Maduro and denounced US interference in Venezuela.
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov accused Washington of “openly meddling in the internal affairs of sovereign countries” and further
stressed that Washington’s “regime-change blitz has failed. But the Americans are not giving up their aim to topple the legitimate president."
Meanwhile, Iranian Foreign Ministry spokesperson insisted that “[w]hile Iranian specialists are trying to improve the water and electricity
systems in Venezuela at the request of the government of Caracas, the U.S. has looted $30 billion worth of Venezuela’s foreign exchange
reserves. The U.S. move is blatant and arrogant interference in Venezuela's internal affairs and is strongly condemned." [Newsweek]
Meanwhile, CNN cites a US defense source according to which the Pentagon is developing new military options for Venezuela aimed at
deterring Russian, Cuban and Chinese influence inside Maduros’ regime. The options under consideration, however, would stop short of any
kinetic military actions. The news come after Pompeo, speaking in Paraguay last week, reiterated that the USA will “keep all options on the
table because it's very important, in that we don't know how things will proceed.” [CNN]

17 April 2019

China-EU relations: Beijing’s concession at EU-China summit
(dql) Amid growing concerns about China's influence in Europe, the 21 annual EU-China summit last week is widely seen as a success for the
EU reflected in the joint statement in which Brussels and Beijing agreed on a wide-ranging EU-China investment deal to be concluded in the
near future, with the latter reaffirming to increasingly commit itself to erasing industrial subsidies and the obligation of technological transfers,
as well as a substantial opening-up of the Chinese market to EU companies. [Asia Times] [Deutsche Welle] [European Council, for the text of
the joint statement]
In a related development, during the 16+1 summit in Dubrovnik, Croatia, last Friday Greece joined the ”Cooperation between China and Central
and Eastern European Countries”, turning the "16+1" into the "17+1"-group. With Greece, there are now 12 EU member states participating
in this China-led initiative. [Greek Reporter]
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U.S.-Philippine naval exercises in South China Sea amidst rising tensions
(ls) The United States, the Philippines and Australia have conducted a joint military exercise in the South China Sea from 1 to 12 April. The twoweek Balikatan (“shoulder-to-shoulder”) exercises included some 4,000 Philippine, 3,500 American, and 50 Australian troops. The amphibious
assault ship USS Wasp, with at least 10 F-35B stealth jets on deck, stood guard as amphibious tanks rolled onto a Philippine beach located a
short sail away from islands also claimed by China. [Straits Times 1]
The long-running US-Philippine military drills take place at a time when Manila pushes back against the recent presence of hundreds of Chinese
ships near its Pag-asa (Thitu) island. Nonetheless, both the US and the Philippines have claimed the exercise is not aimed at China. Rather, both
countries advocated for freedom of navigation in the area. Last month, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo pledged to come to the Philippines'
defence in case of an "armed attack" in the sea, a clear assurance Philippines leaders had long sought. [South China Morning Post]
Moreover, Philippine Foreign Secretary Teodoro Locsin Junior said the government had filed a diplomatic protest after Filipino fishermen
reported that Chinese vessels were "mass harvesting giant clams" from Scarborough Shoal. Locsin also reserved considering legal action against
China. The shoal was the site of a stand-off between Philippine and Chinese government ships in April 2012. China later took control of the
area. In July 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled Beijing has no legal or historic basis to its claim over the South China Sea. [Straits
Times 2]
On last week’s Tuesday, about 1,000 protesters descended on the Chinese embassy in Manila to oppose growing Chinese influence in the
Philippines. They voiced disagreement over the terms of Chinese loans for infrastructure in the Philippines, including the construction of the
Kaliwa Dam, for which China is poised to loan some US$210 million. [Straits Times 3]

23 April 2019

China opposes US stop of sanction waiver for buyers of Iranian oil
(dql) In an attempt to increase pressure on Tehran one year after the USA left the Iran nuclear deal, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
announced that the USA will not renew exemptions granted last year to buyers of Iranian oil, with the waiver of sanctions ending on May 2.
[CNN]
China, the world’s No. 1 importer of Iranian oil, has lodged representations against this move, criticizing Washington for “operating outside its
jurisdiction in unilaterally imposing the sanctions.” [New York Times]
Affected countries include also India, South Korea, Japan and Turkey, with the latter warning that “unilateral sanctions and impositions on the
issue of how we will establish relations with our neighbors […] will not serve regional peace and stability.” [Al Arabiya]
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China advances in rivaling US Global Positioning System (GPS)
(dql) With the launch of the 20th satellite of the BeiDou Navigation Satellite System (BDS), China has taken another step towards completing
a global navigation system aimed at challenging the dominance of the US-run Global Positioning System (GPS) in the global positioning market.
China plans to complete its launch of a total of 32 satellites by the end of 2020. While currently inferior to the GPS in terms of accuracy, with
the completed BDS, China hopes to beat the US rival. [Geospatial World] [Business Times]

23 April 2019

Japan: Softening tone on North Korea
(dql) In its Diplomatic Bluebook 2019, Japan’s Foreign Ministry has softened its stance towards North Korea, compared with last year's one.
While stating that North Korea has not taken any substantive steps to give up its nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles this year’s annual
foreign policy report dropped last year’s wording of “to maximize pressure on North Korea by all available means”. Also different from the
previous year, the Bluebook 2019 refrained from describing North Korea’s weapons program as “grave and imminent threat”. The less
confrontational tone signals Japan’s readiness to make concessions major powers engage with Pyongyang. [ Channel News Asia]

23 April 2019

South Korea: Strengthening cooperation with Central Asia
(dql) On Sunday President Moon concluded his three-nation tour in Central Asia which took him to Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan.
It was his first trip to this region since he took office in 2017, aimed at promoting South Korea’s relationship with the three Central Asian
countries under his New Northern Policy. [Korea Herald]
While Moon agreed with Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev to elevate the two countries' relationship to a special strategic partnership and
signed deals worth 12 billion USD, Seoul and Ashgabat signed over two dozen agreements to boost bilateral cooperation in various areas,
including ICT, energy and education.[Channel News Asia][Caspian News]
Maenwhile, South Korea and Kazakhstan pledged to work to strengthen the countries’ economic ties by developing new areas of cooperation,
covering customs, infrastructure, health and medical care, tourism and small and medium-sized businesses. 20 agreements, including an
extradition treaty, were signed at the sidelines of the summit between Moon and Kazakh President Tokayev. [ AKI Press]

23 April 2019

India suspends cross-border trade with Pakistan in Kashmir
(ls) India has suspended trade across its disputed Kashmir border with Pakistan, alleging that weapons and drugs are being smuggled across
the route. The home ministry said trade would be suspended until a stricter inspection mechanism is in place. The move comes after India
withdrew “Most Favoured Nation Status” – covering trade links – from Pakistan a February attack, which was claimed by the Pakistan-based
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Jaish-e-Mohammed Islamist group. The suicide attack in Kashmir killed 40 Indian paramilitaries and brought the two countries to the brink of
war with cross-border air strikes. [Straits Times]

Thailand to sign cooperation agreement on Railway Connecting Line with China and Laos; Myanmar sees protest against China- 23 April 2019
backed Myitsone mega-dam project
(jk) Later this week, at the second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation (BRF) in Beijing, Thailand is likely to sign a Memorandum
of Cooperation on the Nong Khai-Vientiane Railway Line with China and Laos. The project will link Thailand, Laos and China and will only be
one of many infrastructure projects in SEA that will be discussed. Chinese President Xi Jinping will likely host close to 40 heads of state at the
forum. [Bangkok Post, Straits Times] Ahead of Aung San Suu Kyi’s Beijing trip, thousands of people in northern Myanmar protested against the
proposed reinstatement of a Chinese-backed mega-dam project. Concerns evolve around environmental damage and too little benefit to the
country overall considering the anticipated negative impact of the dam. Myanmar singed a deal with Beijing to construct the Myitsone dam in
Kachin state in 2009 but it has been put on hold after protests against it and an environmental impact assessment commissioned by the
Myanmar government that advised against the dam. [SCMP]
23 April 2019

Philippines: Soldiers killed by Communist rebels
(jk) Communist rebels in the Philippines killed six soldiers this week in the first major IED attack since the 50th anniversary of the guerrilla
movement last month during which it attacked a police station. The New People’s Army - the armed wing of the underground Communist
Party of the Philippines -claimed responsibility for the attack. It planted an improvised landmine which exploded and caused the casualties
among the soldiers. An ensuing fire-fight caused injuries on both sides. [PhilStar]

30 April 2019

U.S. Justice staff seek Goldman guilty plea in 1MDB settlement
(ls) U.S. Department of Justice staff have recommended that a U.S. government settlement with Goldman Sachs Group Inc over its role in the
1MDB corruption scandal should include a guilty plea at the parent company level. According to prosecutors, the investment bank generated
about $600 million in fees for its work with 1MDB. Goldman is being investigated by Malaysian authorities and the U.S. Department of Justice
for its role. The bank has consistently tried to distance itself from the scandal, saying the criminal activities of Leissner and Ng were hidden
from the bank’s management. [Reuters]
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Belt and Road Forum I: China’s century project beneficial to all partaking, Xi Jinping says

30 April 2019

(dql) At last week’s 2nd Belt and Road Forum, Chinese President Xi Jinping took pains to refute international criticism of the Belt and Road
Initiative, in the frame of which China has signed cooperation documents with 126 countries and 29 international organizations, and present
China’s multi-trillion USD flagship project as open, inclusive and beneficial to all participants.
In his opening speech he highlighted the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) as a “joint project whose aim is to focus on inter-connectivity and intercommunication, to deepen pragmatic cooperation, to join hands in addressing the risks and challenges mankind is facing, and to realize mutual
interests, common benefits and development”. He re-assured that China would introduce well-recognized rules and standards in Belt and Road
projects “mak[ing] make sure that corporates follow international rules and standards during construction, operation, merchandise and tender
and respect laws and regulations in different countries.” He also announced that China would clean up state subsidies, reduce non-tariff
barriers, boost imports and protect intellectual property as well as not engage in the de-evaluation of its currency. [Xinhua, in Chinese]
The forum was a demonstration of China’s aspiration for global leadership. At the closing of the forum Xi announced deals worth 64 billion
USD signed during the forum, while the Chinese Foreign Ministry made available a list of 283 “concrete results”, including initiatives proposed
or launched by the Chinese side, bilateral and multilateral documents signed during or immediately before the second BRF, multilateral
cooperation mechanisms under the BRF framework, investment projects and project lists, financing projects, and projects by local authorities
and enterprises. [Global Times]
The forum was attended by nearly 40 political leaders and 5000 representatives from more than 150 countries. Among the Asian countries
represented by their head of state or government were Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Mongolia, Nepal, and Pakistan as well
as nine Southeast Asian countries with Indonesia represented by Vice-President Jusuf Kalla. [The Diplomat]
Among the leaders at the forum were also Russian and Turkish Presidents Putin and Erdogan whose countries are jointly working on creating
aircraft and helicopters, as well as components for the armor, according to TASS citing the press office of Rosoboronexport, Russia’s state arms
seller. The news come after Erdogan discussed with US President Trump in a phone call Ankara’s intention to buy the Russian S-400 air-defense
system, which has put the historic alliance between the United States and Turkey under a test, as Erdogan has repeatedly stated that Turkey
will maintain the planned deal with Russia defying US warning of penalties in case of such a purchase. [TASS] [Aljazeera]

North Korea: Russia positions itself as essential factor in Pyongyang’s denuclearization
(dql) At their summit in Vladivostok last week, North Korean leader Kim Jong-un and Russian President Vladimir Putin pledged to strengthen
relations between their countries, with the latter offering support to normalize North Korea’s relations with the US and asserting Moscow’s
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potential of being a factor in reviving US-North Korean talks which have stalled since the failure of the summit between Trump and Kim in
Hanoi.
In a press conference following the summit Putin expressed his believe that Pyongyang could forgo its nuclear weapons if security guarantees
were given first as wells as his advocacy for a phased approach to denuclearization, in which the United States and North Korea slowly take
trust-building steps. [The Guardian]
In a latest move reflecting the negotiation deadlock between Washington and Pyongyang, North Korea’s First Vice Foreign Minister on Tuesday
warned of "unwanted consequences" in case Washington does not change its policy on the North’s denuclearization within this year. North's
state-run Korean Central News Agency quoted her saying “Our resolution on denuclearization remains unchanged and we will put it into
practice when the time comes. But, it will only be possible when the U.S. changes their current way of calculation and reestablishes its stance."
[Yonhap]
30 April 2019

India and France to hold 'Varuna' naval exercise off Goa coast
(jk) Expanding on their strategic partnership in the Indian Ocean region, India and France will conduct their largest naval exercise to date
'Varuna' later this week. While the French navy is sending its nuclear-powered aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle with Rafale-M naval jets as
well as a number of other naval vessels, the participation of the host country’s only aircraft carrier INS Vikramaditya is in doubt after a fire
accident in the aircraft carrier last week which cost the life of one naval officer and injured nine others. [New Indian Express, IB Times]

Xi and Duterte meet in Beijing as South China Sea tensions keep simmering
(ls) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte and Chinese President Xi Jinping held a meeting in Beijing ahead of the Belt and Road Forum in China.
Duterte encouraged their two countries to continue to “explore new areas of cooperation and partnership” and to fast-track the
implementation of agreements signed during Xi’s visit in November 2018. The Philippines reportedly secured up to US$12 billion of investment
deals. [Rappler]
Duterte’s visit took place against the backdrop of rising tensions in the South China Sea, where Chinese vessels have surrounded the Philippineoccupied Thitu island in a move aimed at preventing Manila from upgrading facilities including a strategically significant air strip. In the run-up
to his visit, Duterte threatened “suicide missions” against the Chinese vessels. Though the issue was reportedly also discussed at the meeting,
none of the bellicose rhetoric was on display during Duterte’s visit. [Asia Times]
Duterte also brought up the issue of the 2016 arbitration award favoring his country in the territorial dispute. But Xi reiterated Beijing’s position
of not recognizing the ruling by the U.N.-backed court in The Hague. Both countries agree to fast-track negotiations over the South China Sea
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Code of Conduct to be able to meet the three-year deadline, or until the end of the Philippines’ coordinatorship between China and ASEAN
ends in 2021. [Japan Times]

UN report sees extreme droughts as potential security threat in Southeast Asian countries

30 April 2019

(ls) A new study conducted by the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) and ASEAN revealed that drought
will become intensified and even more extreme in Southeast Asia if countries do not take steps to reduce its impact. As revealed in the report,
drought is often overlooked and receive less attention from policymakers compared to other natural disasters. They are often seen as a local
problem and occur over a long time period. The report also points out that droughts will create “fertile ground for conflict.” [UNESCAP]
30 April 2019

India’s Iran conundrum – no new US sanction waivers
(jk) The Trump administration said last week that the United States would not renew waivers to third party countries for their purchase of
Iranian oil after May 2. This has put India put in a very tough position as Iran is its number three crude oil supplier and India is heavily dependent
on imported oil. After China, India is also the second-biggest purchaser of Iranian oil. Rather than using US Dollars, it is buying Iranian oil in
Rupees. A pertinent question this week will therefore be how India will react to the U.S. sanctions and whether they will continue to import
Iranian oil, or how they can otherwise manage to maintain a good relationship with the United States, maybe without entirely severing ties
with Iran. [ORF]
According to a US State Department official, the Chabahar port project, which is developed by India in Iran, will not be impacted by this decision
as it is under a separate exception. [Business Today]

30 April 2019

Philippines: Duterte threatens ‘war’ with Canada over trash shipments
(zf) Several years ago a Canadian company shipped several thousand tons of garbage to Manila for disposal. Now, it is creating a diplomatic
spat between the Philippines and Canada. The shipments took place in 2013 and 2014 but were deemed illegal because the private Canadian
cargo ship did not have the correct import clearances. Furthermore, the trash was labeled as recyclable, but inspectors found that the
shipments were unable to be recycled. As such, the shipments have been sitting in Manila ports for years waiting to be processed or removed.
This week, President Duterte lashed out at Canada over the situation. He criticized the country over its willingness to use the Philippines as a
‘dump site,’ and threatened to ‘declare war against them’ if they don’t remove the garbage. Duterte has never been one to shy away from
bombastic rhetoric. In response to the statements, the Canadian government promised to work with Manila to solve the issue. [CNN] [City
News]
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Two ASEAN agreements to remove trade and investment barriers signed
(ls) ASEAN countries’ economic ministers last week signed to agreements aimed at reducing trade barriers for service suppliers and promote
investment to the region. The pacts were concluded under Singapore's chairmanship last year and inked on the sidelines of an Economic
Ministers' Retreat in Thailand. The ASEAN Trade in Services Agreement builds upon an earlier deal and aims to further reduce trade barriers
for service suppliers. The other agreement is the Fourth Protocol to Amend the ASEAN Comprehensive Investment Agreement, which aims to
remove barriers to investment by clearer and added commitments that prevent governments from imposing performance requirements on
investors. [Straits Times]

Belt and Road Forum II: Continued Chinese investments in Laos’ and Thailand’s railway sector and Myanmar’s dams
(ls/zf) A memorandum of cooperation between China, Laos and Thailand was signed during the Belt and Road Forum held in Beijing last week,
cementing a partnership in the Belt and Road Initiative’s pan-Asia rail project that looks to reach the Southeast Asian market via Kunming.
Concerns are mounting over how the two Southeast Asian countries can navigate the alleged debt-laden diplomacy in Beijing’s vision to revive
the historical Silk Road. Thailand is currently building the 607km (377 mile) route between Bangkok and Nong Khai province, partly financed
with Chinese and other international loans. [South China Morning Post]
Over 250 miles of railway connecting Laos’ capital Vientiane and the southern Chinese province of Yunnan are currently under construction.
The Laotian government is hailing the project as an important catalyst for the county’s development prospects. During the groundbreaking
ceremony in 2016, the Lao Minister of Public Works and Transport, Bouchanh Sinthavong, depicted the railway as a boon for the country:
“Once completed, the railway will benefit Lao people of all ethnic groups, facilitate and reduce costs of transportation, stimulate the
development of agricultural and industrial sectors, tourism, investment and trade, as well as generate income for Lao people and the country."
[MPR News]
With that said, concerns over debt associated with the project are mounting. The project costs $6 billion overall, but China has agreed to pay
70% of the total cost. The remaining 30% will be paid by Laos, but financed via loans from Chinese financial institutions. As such, while increased
economic growth might well be a clear legacy of this project, the specter of over-leveraged debt is a real concern. So too is the issue of
displacement. It has already been reported that that thousands of Laotians are being ordered off their land near construction sites. [Radio Free
Asia]
But in this one-party communist state, any public pushback against government efforts are largely frowned upon. When asked about their
opinion of the project, one Vientiane resident said, "Zero of my friend[s] agree with it. However, we cannot go against [it] because it's already
been decided by the top people and we just have to accept [it]." [NPR]
406

30 April 2019

In a separate development, more than 8,000 residents of a township in Myanmar’s Kachin state protested to call for a complete halt to the
controversial Myitsone dam project, urging government action. Construction of the Chinese-backed U.S. $3.6 billion hydropower project on
the Irrawaddy River in Kachin state, begun in 2009, has stalled since 2011 because of concerns over potential flooding and other environmental
impacts and anger that 90 percent of its electricity would be exported to China. [Radio Free Asia]

Japan: Trade issues dominate Abe’s six-country tour to Europe and Northern America
(dql) Prime Minister Shinzo Abe returned to Japan on Monday from a six-country European and North American tour which took him to France,
Italy, Belgium, Slovakia, the United States and Canada.
With France to host the next G7 summit and Japan the G20 summit in this year, Abe and French President Macron pledged to work together
in forming a united front on global policies. In a potential check against US President Trump both leaders agreed to coordinate topics to be
discussed at the respective summits including free trade, multilateralism and climate change. [Nikkei Asian Review]
Against the background of Italy’s recent signing up to the Belt and Road initiative, Abe and Italian Prime Minister Conte reached an agreement
on the need for high quality infrastructure. Both leaders also agreed to strengthen defense cooperation in area defense equipment and
technology sharing. [Mainichi]
Meeting with EU Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker and EU Council President Donald Tusk, Abe re-affirmed the growing relationship
between the EU and Japan as well as Tokyo’s support for Brussels against economic protectionism and possible further unilateral tariffs levied
by Washington against the EU. [Politico]
During his first visit to Slovakia, Abe and his counterpart Pellegrini discussed possibilities of intensifying Japanese companies’ investments in
Slovakia as well as agreements to remove the trade barriers between the countries. [Spectator]
Trade was also the main issue at the meeting between Abe and US President Trump. Following recent announcements of Japanese carmakers’
decision to increase investments in car manufacturing plants in the USA, Trump pressed Abe to have Japanese automakers build more vehicles
in the United States. The USA is facing a trade deficit of 67.6 billion USD with Japan in 2018 against which Trump imposed tariffs on steel and
aluminum imports from Japan and has threatened to slap auto tariffs. [Channel News Asia][Japan Times]
Meanwhile, Abe and Canadian Prime Minister Trudeau praised the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership
(CPTPP) which came into effect at the start of the year and removed trade barriers among 11 countries covering a market of nearly 500 million
consumers in the Asia-Pacific region. Abe’s visit to Canada was an opportunity for Trudeau to re-assure the two countries’ strong relationship
at a time when Canada is facing strained ties with both the USA and China over US tariffs on Canadian metal and imprisonment of Canadian
nationals in China following the arrest of Huawei’s chief financial officer in Vancouver. [Edmonton Journal]
407

30 April 2019

Continued Chinese investments in Laos’ and Thailand’s railway sector and Myanmar’s dams

30 April 2019

(ls/zf) A memorandum of cooperation between China, Laos and Thailand was signed during the Belt and Road Forum held in Beijing last week,
cementing a partnership in the Belt and Road Initiative’s pan-Asia rail project that looks to reach the Southeast Asian market via Kunming.
Concerns are mounting over how the two Southeast Asian countries can navigate the alleged debt-laden diplomacy in Beijing’s vision to revive
the historical Silk Road. Thailand is currently building the 607km (377 mile) route between Bangkok and Nong Khai province, partly financed
with Chinese and other international loans. [South China Morning Post]
Over 250 miles of railway connecting Laos’ capital Vientiane and the southern Chinese province of Yunnan are currently under construction.
The Laotian government is hailing the project as an important catalyst for the county’s development prospects. During the groundbreaking
ceremony in 2016, the Lao Minister of Public Works and Transport, Bouchanh Sinthavong, depicted the railway as a boon for the country:
“Once completed, the railway will benefit Lao people of all ethnic groups, facilitate and reduce costs of transportation, stimulate the
development of agricultural and industrial sectors, tourism, investment and trade, as well as generate income for Lao people and the country."
[MPR News]
With that said, concerns over debt associated with the project are mounting. The project costs $6 billion overall, but China has agreed to pay
70% of the total cost. The remaining 30% will be paid by Laos, but financed via loans from Chinese financial institutions. As such, while increased
economic growth might well be a clear legacy of this project, the specter of overleveraged debt is a real concern. So too is the issue of
displacement. It has already been reported that that thousands of Laotians are being ordered off their land near construction sites. [Radio Free
Asia]
But in this one-party communist state, any public pushback against government efforts are largely frowned upon. When asked about their
opinion of the project, one Vientiane resident said, "Zero of my friend[s] agree with it. However, we cannot go against [it] because it's already
been decided by the top people and we just have to accept [it]." [NPR]
In a separate development, more than 8,000 residents of a township in Myanmar’s Kachin state protested to call for a complete halt to the
controversial Myitsone dam project, urging government action. Construction of the Chinese-backed U.S. $3.6 billion hydropower project on
the Irrawaddy River in Kachin state, begun in 2009, has stalled since 2011 because of concerns over potential flooding and other environmental
impacts and anger that 90 percent of its electricity would be exported to China. [Radio Free Asia]
30 April 2019

Belt and Road Forum III: Pakistan and China sign MoUs and FTA II
(jk) Pakistan and China signed the second phase of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) and other memoranda of understanding (MoUs) and
agreements during the Belt and Road Forum last week. The FTA means duty-free access to Chinese markets for Pakistan, the MoUs refer for
408

instance to the ML-1 project, a railways project connecting Peshawar and coastal Karachi, as well as the establishment of Havelian dry port
under the China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). [The News]

Japan lodges protest over South Korea’s inaction in wartime labor compensation cases

07 May 2019

(dql) The wartime labor dispute continues to strain Japan-South Korea relations. In a latest development, Japan protested last week against
what it views as inaction by the South Korean government to prevent Japanese corporate assets from being sold as part of a wartime labor
dispute. The protest follows legal moves taken by a team of lawyers for South Koreans, who were awarded compensation from Japanese
steelmaker Nippon Steel Corp. and machinery manufacturer Nachi-Fujikoshi Corp. over wartime labor, requesting a court to sell assets seized
from these firms in South Korea.
While the Japanese Foreign Ministry insisted in the protest that Japan “absolutely cannot accept the wrongful sale of Japanese companies'
assets“ and demanded the South Korean Government to step in, the South Korean Foreign Minister expressed Seoul’s wish not to interfere in
these cases and justified Seoul’s inaction arguing that South Korean citizens only exercise their rights. [Nikkei Asian Review] [Japan Times]
07 May 2019

China re-assures Cambodia in dispute with the EU
(jk) Following a five-day visit to Beijing, the Cambodian PM Hun Sen said that he was assured China would step in and help his county
economically in case the EU goes through with its threat to withdraw from the “Everything but Arms” (EBA) agreement over democracy and
human rights concerns.
The European Union announced in February that it would begin a process to decide whether to suspend duty-free preferences under the EBA
deal for Cambodia, which Hun Sen has claimed is meddling in internal affairs.
China already is the country’s largest foreign investor. In addition to the promised support, a US$89 million package for Cambodia’s military
and a preliminary contract for Huawei to develop a 5G network in Cambodia was agreed. [Bloomberg]

07 May 2019

Vietnam takes a stance against Huawei
(jk) Many Southeast Asian countries are not heeding warnings issued chiefly by the US to tread carefully when exploring the future of 5G in
their countries in partnership with Chinese tech firm Huawei. The Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia and recently Cambodia are all already involved
or have stated intent to be involved with Huawei when it comes to developing a 5G network. [VoA, gizChina]
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Vietnam on the other hand appears to have decide not to use any Huawei equipment at all due to economic and security considerations.
Among the reasons are the apparent distrust towards China and a strong sense not making oneself too vulnerable, a desire to develop an
indigenous high-tech industry, as well as continuing the positive trend in US-Vietnam relations. [ISEAS]

India looks to compensate after U.S. waiver program on Iranian oil purchases expires; U.S. mulls ending Indian trade privileges
(zf) Delhi recently stopped the purchase of Iranian oil after a U.S. waiver program that gave buyers limited maneuverability on Tehran-based
imports expired on May 2nd. The waiver had been put in place to placate U.S. allies after the Trump Administration decided to reinstate
sanctions on Iran and remove itself from the Iranian nuclear deal in 2018. This policy is based on the assumption that it will put economic
pressure on Tehran and influence its nuclear and foreign policies.
However, U.S. policy on the matter remains isolated, limiting both the economic liability and diplomatic pressure the sanctions might generate.
Indeed, the E.U., Germany, France, and the U.K. have all expressed concern on the U.S. decision not to renew the waivers and reiterated their
displeasure with U.S. policy regarding its withdrawal from the nuclear deal (officially known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action).
[Bloomberg]
A new trade channel was even set up by Germany, France, and the U.K. after the U.S. exit from the treaty, emphasizing the willingness of other
world powers to undermine U.S. leadership on the issue. [DW]
In a statement, a spokesman for India’s foreign ministry said they are ready to compensate for the loss of Iranian oil. While the specifics of
what that would mean in practice are still unclear, it was emphasized that India will look to get ‘extra supplies from other oil producing
countries.’ [Reuters]
When asked for insight, the U.S.-based Brookings Institution emphasized that it is expected that most countries fall in line with the waiver
expiration requirements, but cautioned that China and India might look to circumvent the sanctions by setting up a trading mechanism that
allows them to trade in Iranian oil without U.S. financial institutions as an intermediary. [VOA]
Meanwhile, 24 U.S. lawmakers have sent a letter to the Trump Administration’s trade representative urging him not to end trade privileges
for Indian businesses in U.S. markets. The congressmen noted that ending the system known as the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP),
which allows for duty free imports of up to 5.6 billion dollars of Indian goods coming into the U.S., “would impose hundreds of millions of
dollars annually in new taxes on American companies.” While the Trump Administration has repeatedly threatened ending the trade privileges,
it hasn’t made an official decision on the matter as of yet. They claim that India has failed to reciprocate on trade policy with the U.S., claiming
U.S. companies have a limited and narrow path to the Indian marketplace. Since the implementation of the GSP system, India is regularly
viewed as the world’s largest beneficiary. [Reuters]
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But some analysts claim that ending the privileges will only hurt the U.S. consumer as increased import tariffs on a host of goods will directly
impact the prices of those items. There are also concerns that retaliatory tariffs could undermine the competitiveness of U.S. companies more
broadly. For these reasons, Delhi remains hopeful that the administration will be open to further negotiations. [Real Clear Markets]

China-USA relations II: Chinese spies acquired NSA tools, used them to attack US allies, report says

07 May 2019

(dql) According to the New York Times, leading US-American cybersecurity firm Symantec found evidence that Chinese intelligence agents
were able to obtain US National Security Agency hacking tools in 2016 and repurposed them to attack American allies and private firms in
Europe and Asia.
The Chinese hacking group that repurposed the technology is believed to have conducted attacks on some of the most sensitive US defense
targets including space, satellite and nuclear propulsion tech manufacturers. [New York Times]

China rejects plans for a trilateral nuclear disarmament agreement with USA and Russia

07 May 2019

(dql) On Monday, China publicly declared that it will not participate in talks with the USA and Russia on a trilateral nuclear disarmament
agreement, citing China’s nuclear forces being at the “lowest level” of its national security needs, and not to be compared to the United States
and Russia.
The statement comes after US President Trump revealed an earlier talk with Russian President Vladimir Putin last Friday about a potential
three-way agreement. In April, Trump indicated his intention to negotiate a major nuclear arms control deal with Russia and China follow his
announcement of the US withdrawal from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty in February. [Reuters] [Sputnik]
07 May 2019

North Korea: Weapons tested
(dql) Last week North Korea test fired weapons from its Eastern coast. While the exact type of the weapons is still not identified, the weapons,
according to a South Korean assessment, flew at a distance long enough to strike deep into South Korean territory.
The move is widely seen by analysts as a reflection of Pyongyang’s frustration over stalled progress in the denuclearization talks with
Washington and US President Trump’s refusal to lift sanctions against North Korea. [CNN] [Bloomberg]
In response, Trump and Japan’s Prime Minister Abe held a phone conversation following which Abe was quick to reassure their countries’ unity
with regards to North Korea’s denuclearization as both leaders, according to Abe, “are completely on the same page that we will seek to have
the agreement between the United States and North Korea (on denuclearization) implemented swiftly.” [Japan Times]
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Trump is expected top have a phone talk with South Korean President Moon on the same issue in this week, too. Both sides abstained from
condemning the tests indicating efforts to keep the door open for negotiations with Pyongyang.
07 May 2019

Japan: Advancing cyber defense technology
(dql) Japan Times cites unnamed sources according to which the Japanese Ministry of Defense will start the development of cyber weapons in
form of malware to be used exclusively for self-defense. It is expected that government contractors complete the work by the end of the
current fiscal year. According to the sources the malware will include viruses and backdoors, but the authorities abstained from disclosing
further information about the capabilities of the program and the situations in which it will be involved. [ZD Net]
After the USA, the UK and Germany, Japan becomes the fourth country to formally recognize that it owns and develops cyber-weapons,
whereas Israel, China, Russia, North Korea, and Iran own, develop, and use cyber-weapons, but have never formally acknowledged it.

07 May 2019

EU extends Myanmar arms sales embargo
(jk) The European Union extended a ban on selling arms, dual-use and other equipment that could be used for repression to Myanmar last
week. These measures, as well as sanctions and against individual officials over their role in the Rohingya crisis are now planned to be in place
until 2020. [DefensePost]

Indonesia detains 12 fishermen after clash with Vietnam in the South China Sea and continues to sink captured fishing vessels

07 May 2019

(jk) Indonesia’s navy said one of its vessels was rammed by two Vietnamese coast guard ships after intercepting a boat allegedly fishing illegally
in Indonesian waters off the Natuna island chain. The incident occurred at the end of April. [ASEAN Post] The Foreign Affairs Ministry has
summoned the Ambassador of Vietnam following the incident. Last Saturday, Indonesia began sinking 51 captured fishing vessels – mostly
from Vietnam, but not as punishment for the recent clash at sea, but a continuation of its policy to deter illegal fishing, according to Indonesia’s
Fisheries and Maritime Affairs minister. Indonesia says it has sunk more than 500 illegal fishing vessels since October 2014.
14 May 2019

China-USA trade dispute: Tit-for-tat tariffs resumed
(dql) Chinese-US trade talks last Friday ended abruptly, with no deal concluded, after the Trump administration hiked tariffs on 200 billion USD
worth of Chinese imports from 10% to 25%, along with threats to put 25% tariffs on 325 billion USD in Chinese goods that remain untaxed. In
response, Beijing announced it would retaliate and raise tariffs on 60 billion USD worth of American goods, starting June 1. [CNBC]
For a list of targeted American goods, including hundreds of agricultural, mining, and manufactured products, see [Quartz].
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Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan again blocked by China from attending WHO assembly

14 May 2019

(dql) After failing to receive an invitation to the World Health Organization assembly, scheduled to next week, for a third consecutive year
Taiwan has criticized the United Nations agency for bowing to pressure from Beijing which has used its clout to exclude the island from the
world stage after independence-leaning President Tsai Ing-wen took power in May 2016. [South China Morning Post] It is believed that China
has more than 170 allies, supporting it in blocking Taiwan. [Voice of America]
Meanwhile, Beijing objected the United States House of Representatives’ passing of a bill to bolster Taiwan's defense capability and a
nonbinding resolution reaffirming the US commitment to Taiwan last week, denouncing it as "boorish interference" in China's internal affairs.
[Reuters]

Nepal to access 7 Chinese ports, theoretically ending dependence on India for third-country trade

14 May 2019

(jk) A protocol signed at the recent Belt and Road summit in Beijing has ensured Nepal’s access to Chinese sea and land ports. It can now use
these ports for third-country import and exports, ending the dependency on India to do such trade. Nepali officials have admitted however,
that the "paperwork" of finalising this agreement was the easier part, whereas one still has a long road ahead in terms of implementation.
[Asia News Network]
In addition to the protocol, talks are intensifying over a railway project which would connect China, Kathmandu and the Indian border, hugely
increasing Nepal's connectivity with its northern neighbour. Nepal has sought a Chinese grant to prepare the detailed report on the project.
[Kathmandu Post]

Japan-Russia relations: Standoff in territorial dispute confirmed at latest diplomatic talks
(dql) Japan-Russia relations remain strained over contested northwestern Pacific islands. Speaking at a joint press conference following a
meeting in Moscow Foreign Ministers Kono and Lavrov indicated their failure to bridge differences in their positions. While Kono said that
"[i]t’s not easy to resolve the issue, which has remained for over 70 years since the end of the war" [Nippon] his counterpart was quoted as
stating that despite a number of previous rounds of negotiations "extremely significant" differences between both countries still exit with
regards to the conclusion a peace treaty to resolve the longstanding territorial dispute, adding that the “task is not easy, it’s clear it will only
be solved by long, painstaking and creative work”. [Moscow Times] [Japan Times]
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North Korea: Kim Jong-un calls for “full combat posture” after U.S. seizure of North Korean cargo ship

14 May 2019

(dql) According to the US Justice Department, U.S. authorities last week seized a North Korean ship believed to be used by Pyongyang to illicitly
ship coal in violation of U.S. and international sanctions. [Wall Street Journal]
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un denounced the seizure as illegal act and gave order to boost military strike capability as he directed another
missile firing on Thursday following earlier missile launches on May 4. [Reuters] [Morung Express]
Meanwhile, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe called North Koreas’ test launches a violation of UN resolutions, putting pressure on
Washington to raise the issue with the Security Council. So far, the Trump administration, however, has refrained from declaring those missile
launches a violation of the resolutions. [Bloomberg]

India: Delhi receives first U.S.-made Apache helicopter as part of 2015 deal

14 May 2019

(zf) In September 2015 the Indian Air Force inked a deal to buy 22 U.S.-made Apache helicopters. At a ceremony in an Arizona Boeing plant
this week, India finally received its first order. The first wave of machines is set to be delivered to India by July of this year. [India Today] [NDTV]
14 May 2019

U.S. Coast Guard Cutter given to Sri Lanka Navy arrives in Colombo
(jk) A former United States Coast Guard Cutter (USCGC) has arrived at the port of Colombo last week and is taken over by the Sri Lanka Navy
(SLN) from the US government. This is the second US Coast Guard Ship provided to Sri Lanka Navy and will be used for "patrol and surveillance
missions around Sri Lanka providing the maritime security and assistance to search and rescue operations." [Colombopage]

Philippines, India, Japan, and U.S. hold joint military exercises in South China Sea
(zf) Last week a joint naval exercise between the four nations took place in the South China Sea. In a statement, the Philippine Navy
characterized the event as […a] transit exercise [that] aims to strengthen the partnership and foster mutual understanding between
participants.” Specifics of the event included formation exercises, communication drills, and a leadership exchange.
Notably, the U.S. is treaty ally with Japan and the Philippines, but not India. Their inclusion might best be seen as an example of the furthering
relationship between Washington and Delhi on security issues. Days prior to the exercise, the U.S. provoked China’s ire by sailing the Taiwan
Straits – an area that Beijing claims as its territory – as well as sailing too close to the Spratly Islands. The naval event was the first such exercise
in the region that included all four countries. [The Diplomat] [Arab News]
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Vietnam enhances defense cooperation with India and Japan
(ls) India and Vietnam agreed to further strengthen cooperation in defense and security, peaceful uses of atomic energy and outer space, oil
and gas and renewable energy as India’s Vice President M. Venkaiah Naidu Sunday concluded his four-day visit to the Southeast Asian country.
With a clear reference to the South China Sea, both countries expressed their commitment to an open, transparent, inclusive and rules-based
regional architecture based on freedom of navigation and overflight, unimpeded economic activities and peaceful settlement of disputes in
accordance with international law. [Economic Times]
In a separate development, Japanese Defense Minister Takeshi Iwaya and his Vietnamese counterpart, Ngo Xuan Lich, met to “advance
cooperation” on maritime security. In October, they signed a “defense cooperation and exchange” memorandum that prescribed regular vice
ministerial-level talks. Observers said that, while the Japanese public is generally not supportive of an assertive strategic role for their
government, Japan could set up military exchanges, hold strategic dialogue and offer naval defense equipment. [VOA]

14 May 2019

Indonesia sinks Vietnamese fishing boats, provoking condemnation
(ls) Indonesia sank a dozen fishing boats on Saturday in its territorial waters. Indonesia has accused Vietnam’s coastguard of endangering a
crew’s life by ramming one of its naval boats. Jakarta summoned the Vietnamese envoy and warned him that the aggressive action violated
the spirit of international law and Asean friendship. More than 50 trawlers from Malaysia, Vietnam, Philippines and China are scheduled to be
sunk in Indonesian waters. Authorities say the action is necessary to warn neighboring countries that Jakarta is serious about fighting illegal
fishing that causes serious economic losses. [The Nation]
A spokesperson for the Vietnamese Ministry of Foreign Affairs said Indonesia’s actions were not appropriate for the bilateral relations between
the two countries. She added that Vietnam has communicated with Indonesia on multiple occasions and has also asked the latter to act
according to international law and to treat Vietnamese boats and crews with respect. [Asia Times]
An official from the Indonesian Maritime Affairs and Fisheries Ministry said, in the period from 2014 to 2019, the Indonesian government sunk
539 foreign fishing ships operating illegally in Indonesian waters, 55 percent of which came from Vietnam. [Jakarta Post]

Inter-Korean relations: South Korea provides 8 million USD aid package to ease humanitarian crisis in North Korea
(dql) As North Korea faces a humanitarian crisis in the wake of the country’s worst harvest in decades, South Korea announced last week that
it would provide – through the World Food Program and the United Nations Children’s Fund – 8 million USD in humanitarian aid to help North
Korea’s malnourished children and pregnant women.
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The South Korean government stressed that the aid would be provided regardless of stalled talks on the denuclearization of North Korea. [The
Diplomat] [New York Times]
21 May 2019

Japan pushes for deepening cooperation with Central Asian countries
(dql) Japan’s Foreign Minister met with his counterparts from the Central Asian countries Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan to promote Japan’s high-quality infrastructure exports to this region.
The joint statement confirmed the importance of investment "based on international standards", the significance of Japan's infrastructure
investment based on transparency and fiscal soundness of the recipient countries as well as efforts to boost tourism cooperation between all
countries. [Japan Today]
The meeting was held in Dushanbe, the capital of Tajikistan, and came at a time when China assertively and rapidly expands its influence in
the Central Asian region through its "Belt and Road" initiative.

Pakistani skilled workers to get jobs in Japan following new type of working visa
(cl) Pakistan and Japan are exploring ways to expand cooperation for employment of Pakistani skilled workers in Japan. Japan is facing serious
labour shortage, and the government has decided to accept foreign human resources, with specific expertise and skills. A new “Status of
Residence” for specific skilled workers has been created that became effective on April 1. For this purpose, the Japanese government has
amended the “Immigration Control Act” and took comprehensive measures for the acceptance of foreign workers residing in Japan. [The
Nation, Ary News]
The Japanese government has already signed a memorandum for cooperation with the Philippines, Cambodia, Mongolia, Myanmar and Nepal.
Agreement with Vietnam has been reached substantially. [Mainichi] In February, Pakistan and Japan had signed a memorandum of cooperation
in Tokyo on technical intern training programme. This is the first institutional arrangement between the two governments which will open up
Japanese market for Pakistani workers. [Infoomni]
It is said that the intern training programme was different from the skilled worker programme, and it would establish a direct link between the
Pakistani and Japanese companies in the private sector. The two sides would liaise to connect the Pakistani interns with the Japanese
companies. The memorandum could play a vital role in contributing to the human resource and economic development of Pakistan as well as
in promoting bilateral cooperation. [Dawn]
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Vietnam and Malaysia agree to enhance economic cooperation and work closer together

21 May 2019

(jk) The countries' two Foreign Ministers met last week and agreed to enhance economic cooperation to US$15 billion by next year, as well as
reducing trade barriers and increasing exchanges of high-ranking delegations to deepen the strategic partnerships. They also explicitly
committed to promote and sign new cooperation agreements in defence and security. [Vietnamnews]

China-USA relations: Trump’s executive order against Huawei and US Department Home Security’s warning of Chinese drone 21 May 2019
companies
(dql) Citing a “national emergency”, US President Trump last Wednesday signed an executive order [White House] giving the Secretary of
Commerce the power to block US companies from purchasing foreign-made telecommunications equipment deemed a national security risk.
While the order does not name specific countries and companies, it is widely seen as the latest strike of the Trump administration against
China’s telecoms and smartphone manufacturing giant Huawei.
The Commerce Department’s echoed this with a separate announcement on placing Huawei and affiliates of the company on a list of firms
considered a risk to national security. The listing requires Huawei to seek approval from the US government before purchasing US-American
parts and technologies without seeking. [New York Times]
Meanwhile, CNN is citing a report of the US Department of Homeland Security which warns of threats from Chinese drone companies referring
to “certain Chinese-made (unmanned aircraft systems)-connected devices capable of collecting and transferring potentially revealing data
about their operations and the individuals and entities operating them, as China imposes unusually stringent obligations on its citizens to
support national intelligence activities." [CNN]
Washington’s moves come after a number of high-level trade talks in the past months failed to yield a trade deal to end the trade dispute
between the world’s two largest economies and have led to the resumption of tit-for-tat tariffs. [AiR 3/5/2019]
In phone conversation with US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, China’s top diplomat Wang Yi stressed China’s fierce rejection of recent US
remarks and actions damaging Chinese interests in various fields, including cracking down on Chinese enterprises' normal operations through
political measures, and urged Washington “not to go to far”, but “to adopt new way and prevent deepening damage to Chinese-US relations”.
[Xinhua, in Chinese]
21 May 2019

US warship sails in disputed South China Sea
(dql) Guided-missile destroyer USS Preble on Sunday sailed within 12 nautical miles of the disputed Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea.
According to the spokesman for the Seventh Fleet, the operation, which comes at a time of heightened tensions between China and the US
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following the re-escalating trade dispute, was carried out to “challenge excessive maritime claims and preserve access to the waterways as
governed by international law’. [The Guardian]

USA approves missile sales to Japan and South Korea as tensions with Pyongyang return

21 May 2019

(dql) The US State Department last week approved over 600 million USD in air defense missiles sales to Japan and South Korea, including 94
SM-2 missiles used by ships against air threats, along with 2 guidance systems, and 160 anti-air AMRAAM missiles and related guidance
equipment to Japan. [Japan Times]
The move comes after North Korea last week tested what the South Korean military said appeared to be two short-range missiles in its second
launch in less than a week and after North Korean leader Kim Jong-un called for “full combat posture” after the seizure of a North Korean cargo
ship by the US. [AiR 3/5/2019]

Japan seeks arbitration panel over South Korean wartime labor compensation claims

21 May 2019

(dql) Japan has called for the setup of an arbitration board to rule over-compensation claims of Korean victims of forced labor during Japan’s
rule on the Korean Peninsula from 1910 to 1945. The move follows failed efforts over the past months to resolve through diplomatic channels
the dispute over contentious rulings of the South Korean Supreme Court ordering compensation payments for Korean forced to work for
Japanese companies during wartime.
Japan claims that the 1965 pact between both countries has declared compensation issues involving Japan’s colonial rule as “settled completely
and finally.” The South Korean Supreme Court, however, argued in its rulings last year that the 1965 pact does not apply to “claims for
consolation money” for “inhuman, illegal acts by Japanese firms that were directly linked to the illegal colonial rule.” [Japan Times]
According to the pact, disputes should be settled through diplomatic channels. Matters in which those channels are exhausted without success
should go to arbitration. In this case the two countries are to select a third-party arbitrator on their own, or have appointments made if they
cannot decide. South Korea has to respond to Japan within 30 days of receiving its official letter.
21 May 2019

Kashmir: Militants, civilians and soldiers killed in clashes
(ls) Five militants, two civilians and two soldiers were killed in two separate encounters in Pulwama in Jammu and Kashmir on Thursday.
According to the police, three Jaish-e-Muhammad (JeM) militants were killed during a cordon and search operation in Pulwama’s Dalipora
area. In a separate gunfight, security forces killed two militants at Shopian’s Handew village. [The Hindu]
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The incidents triggered anti-India protests and clashes as hundreds of residents tried to march to the site of the battle in solidarity with the
fighters despite security lockdown in the area. Government forces fired shotgun pellets and tear gas at protesters who threw stones at them.
[Dawn]
21 May 2019

Singapore and Malaysia meet to discuss maritime boundaries
(cl) Singapore and Malaysia held discussions on the delimitation of maritime boundaries, following a dispute that flared up last year. A
committee set up to resolve the issue met for the first time last week.
The dispute was sparked when Malaysia unilaterally extended the Johor Bahru port limits off Tanjung Piai, which overlap with Singapore’s port
limits off Tuas. [Straits Times] In response, Singapore had extended port limits of their own and its Maritime and Port Authority issued a circular
in November instructing ship masters and owners of vessels to disregard Malaysia's notices, "which impinge on Singapore's sovereignty".
[Channel News Asia] Earlier in April, Malaysia and Singapore had mutually suspended the implementation of their overlapping port limits,
going back to the port limits in place prior to the dispute to reduce tensions. [Today]

ASEAN, Chinese officials convene meeting on the implementation of the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties on the East Sea / 21 May 2019
South China Sea
(cl/jk) The ASEAN-China joint working group on the implementation of the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties on the East Sea (DOC) met
last week to look into the situation on the East Sea/ South China Sea, review the implementation of the DOC and continue negotiations on the
Code of Conduct on the East Sea (COC).
Addressing the meeting, head of the Vietnamese delegation Deputy Foreign Minister acknowledged the progress made in the implementation
of the COC and negotiations for the COC. [Viet Nam News] At the same time, he shared Vietnam’s concerns about complications in the East
Sea caused by strategic competition among powers and unilateral actions that ran counter to the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea, particularly military actions, which have undermined trust.
Emphasising that the East Sea was facing other challenges such as illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing, population and plastic waste,
the Deputy FM Dung informed the meeting that Vietnam would organised a seminar within the framework of the DOC on the fair and humane
treatment of fishermen.
Despite the meeting and continued efforts, after over two decades of working on a COC, or some version thereof, the objective observer will
find it hard to believe that a COC, let alone one that will be abided by, is going to be achieved anytime soon.

Philippines prefers Chinese cash rather than US “strategic confusion” in South China Sea, says foreign minister
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(cl) The US is projecting “strategic confusion” in the South China Sea, the Philippines’ Foreign Affairs Secretary, Teodoro Locsin, said. This has
prompted the Philippines to deepen its ties with China, preferring China’s offer of loans and investments in the absence of a clearer stance
from the US. [South China Morning Post]
However, Locsin also said that the Philippines feels “very assured” by US officials’ statements that “we have your back”, and stresses that the
Philippines continues to be a US military ally and will come to its side if conflict erupts. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has also assured
Manila of the Trump administration’s commitment to making sure the South China Sea remains open. [Rappler]
Tensions have flared between the US and China in the resource-rich South China Sea amid the two sides’ ongoing trade war. The US sent two
warships near disputed islands earlier this month, a move that drew opposition from China. [Bloomberg]
Duterte plans to further boost ties with China, Locsin said, adding that Manila’s renewed friendship with Beijing had resulted in infrastructure
funding, trade deals and investments. Locsin said, “our defence treaty with the US does not preclude increasing or deepening economic
relations with China”. He also stressed that the Philippines will not yield its South China Sea claims in exchange for improved economic ties,
adding that his department will file more diplomatic protests against China over the continued presence of its ships near a Philippine-occupied
island in the disputed sea.
28 May 2019

China, USA harden their positions over Huawei
(dql) In the latest development of the US crackdown on Chinese tech giant Huawei, which peaked with the blacklisting of the company and its
affiliates earlier this month, Washington and Beijing hardened their positions over Huawei.
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo reiterated last week that Huawei is not truthful about its relationship with China's government, describing
the company as “s deeply tied not only to China but to the Chinese communist party”. [CNBC]
In response, China blamed Pompeo for failing to provide evidence for his claims and accused him of fabricating rumors. [South China Morning
Post] China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi denounced Washington’s move as “economic bullying” and said that China was ready to “fight to the
very end” in its trade war with the USA. [Global Times] [Enca]

28 May 2019

Pakistan and Russia agree to strengthen ties
(jk) Pakistan and Russia have agreed to enhance cooperation at a meeting between the two Foreign Ministers on the side-lines of the SCO
Council of Foreign Ministers’ meeting last week. Then, after Pakistan conducted a successful test launch of the Shaheen-II surface-to-surface
ballistic missile, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister pointed out that Pakistan had "every right to improve its nuclear capabilities by developing
its own missile programme." [Pakistan Today, Eurasiafuture]
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Malaysia and China committed to strengthening ties, says Mahathir, fuelling discontent amongst opposition parties in Malaysia 28 May 2019
(cl) Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad has stressed that his Pakatan Harapan government is committed to strengthening ties with
China, following the “meteoric” growth in trade and investment between the two countries in recent years. He paid tribute to the efforts of
the Malaysia-China Friendship Association in elevating the friendship between both countries, recalling that the partnership between both
countries had remained constant through the years despite leadership changes as both nations strived to be good neighbours and had adhered
to the principle of non-interference in each other’s internal affairs. [The Star]
Mahathir also said that Malaysia had given its support to China’s Belt and Road Initiative as it saw the benefits as being mutually shared and
distributed, adding that Malaysia saw the project as a continuation of the ancient trade between both countries. [ASEAN Breaking News] He
expects that there will be more opportunities for cooperation between the two countries in the areas of tourism, science and technology as
well as cultural exchanges. [Xinhua Net]
However, this has fuelled discontent amongst opposition parties, who allege that the Chinese-dominated Democratic Action Party is in control
of the Pakatan Harapan (PH) government, causing the PH government to “go against Malay interests”. [Straits Times]
28 May 2019

Philippines bans official travels to Canada over garbage spat
(cl) The Philippines government has confirmed on Sunday that it has banned all government officials and employees from making official trips
to Canada, a move that the country is serious in diminishing diplomatic relations with Canada over a trash dispute. [Rappler] The memorandum
issued by the Executive Secretary further directed heads of Philippines government agencies to reduce official interaction with representatives
of the Canadian government. [The Philippine Star]
In an apparent move to avoid the deterioration of diplomatic ties with the Philippines, Canada said last Thursday that it was ready to ship back
the trash, which has been rotting for up to six years in two Philippine ports, by end of June, but Manila rejected the offer and declared that the
country will ship back the trash immediately by itself. [Canada’s National Observer]

China-USA relations: New tariffs on US goods in force and other retaliating moves
(dql) Prospects for an end of the Chinese-US trade dispute remain bleak. Following Washington’s raise of tariffs to 25% on 200 billion USD of
Chinese goods imposed earlier in May, new Chinese tariffs ranging from 5% to 25% and hitting 60 billion USD worth of US goods came into
force on June 1. [BBC]
At the same time, Beijing announced that it would issue a blacklist of "unreliable" foreign firms “that run against market rules and violate the
spirit of contracts, cut off supplies to Chinese firms for uncommercial reasons, damage the legitimate rights of Chinese companies, or threaten
421

28 May 2019

China’s national security and public interests.” [Tech Grunch] The list is a retaliatory move against Washington’s listing of Huawei and affiliates
of the company as firms considered a risk to national security earlier in May which requires Huawei to seek approval from the US government
before purchasing US-American parts and technologies. [DW] [AiR 3/5/2019]

Taiwan-USA relations: Taiwan and U.S. National Security chiefs meet for first time since 1979

28 May 2019

(dql) Taiwan’s Foreign Ministry on Saturday confirmed that Taiwan’s national security chief David Lee met White House national security
adviser John Bolton earlier this month during the former’s visit to the US from 13-21 May to deepen cooperation. It was the first meeting
between senior Taiwanese and US security officials since 1979 when both sides ended formal diplomatic relations. [Reuters]
Beijing expressed strong objections against this move and urged Washington to stop "having official exchanges or upgrading substantive
relations with Taiwan." [CNN]
Meanwhile, President Tsai Ing-wen announced last Friday that Taiwan has begun to construct three stealthy missile corvettes and four
minelayers in an attempt to improve its asymmetric warfare capabilities amid a surge in tensions in Cross-Strait relations. [The Drive]

North Korea-USA relations: Pyongyang slams US seizure of North Korean cargo ship, while Bolton and Trump add odds over 28 May 2019
recent North Korean missile tests
(jyk/dql) At a press conference at UN headquarters, North Korea’s top envoy, Kim Song, protested and said the US’s recent seizure of North
Korean large carrier [AiR 2/5/2019], was unlawful and a serious violation of international law. The carrier was known to have shipped large
amounts of goods such as coals, petroleum, and heavy machinery in out of the sanctioned country until a warrant issued in New York led to
its custody in the US. It was the first instance in which the USA has seized and impounded a North Korean vessel for violation of international
sanctions. [JoongAng Daily]
The move came after North Korea fired two short-range missiles a few days earlier which White House national security adviser John R. Bolton
described as violation of United Nations Security Council resolutions, prompting Pyongyang calling him a “warmonger” and “human defect”.
[New York Times]
Contradicting Bolton, but also Japanese Prime Minister Abe during his trip to Japan, US President Trump reportedly said: “My people think it
could have been a violation. I view it differently.” Like Bolton, Abe called the missile tests a breach of United Nations Security Council
resolutions. [Politico]
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28 May 2019

China delivers overhauled JF-17 fighter jet to Pakistan
(jk) The long-standing JF-17 fighter jet project between China and Pakistan led to the two countries jointly developing and manufacturing the
jet. Delivering an overhauled version of it was China's responsibility and its success and recent delivery underlines the ever closer defence
cooperation between the two. China has turned into a major supplier of arms to Pakistan and in addition to the jets as well as other arms, it is
also currently building four naval warships for Pakistan. [Economic Times]

Chinese intelligence agencies believed to be operating in Sri Lanka/exporting surveillance

28 May 2019

(jk) In addition to diplomatic sources claiming that Chinese intelligence operates in Sri Lanka with or without the direct knowledge of the Sri
Lankan government, it has been reported that Sri Lankan President has been offered military support in terms of software and other
surveillance equipment when he was visiting China last week. According to a Sri Lankan governor "the package made available is well over Rs.
5 billion (USD 28 million), out of which Rs. 100 million (USD 0.5 million) is a grant." [Colombo Gazette]

Quad meeting: India, US, Japan and Australia for ASEAN-led architecture mechanism for Indo-Pacific

04 June 2019

(cl/jk) On Friday last week, India, US, Japan and Australia voiced collective support for ASEAN centrality and ASEAN-led regional architecture,
as well as for other regional institutions, including the Indian Ocean Rim Association and Pacific Islands Forum. [The Wire] During the meeting
of the "Quad", the four nations reaffirmed their shared commitment to preserving and promoting the rules-based order in the region, and
underscored their intent to continue close coordination and collaboration in support of sustainable, private-sector led development, maritime
security and good governance. [US Dep of State][The Dispatch]
Initially, The United States and the other three countries had come together after the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004. Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe then suggested to form the Quad, which met three years later but meetings were not held after that until November 2017. The
Quad coalition was to develop a new strategy for keeping the critical sea routes in the Indo-Pacific free of any influence. India had stressed in
the past that the Quad was not a military grouping. [Economic Times]
04 June 2019

34th ASEAN-Japan forum held in Hanoi
(jk) The annual forum held as a dialogue between the two sides took place in Hanoi this week. In addition to Vietnam's and Japan's Deputy
Minister of Foreign Affairs, senior officials from all ASEAN countries took part. [VietnamNews]
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Bangladesh: PM urges the Islamic states to lodge the Rohingya case to the International Court of Justice (ICJ)

04 June 2019

(jyk) In a bid to ensure the Rohingya refugees’ legal rights gets recognized in the ICJ, the prime minister of Bangladesh called on the Organization
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) member states to join her efforts in securing funding and professional help necessary for lodging the case to the
ICJ. Despite its resource constraints, Bangladesh has sheltered more than 1.1 million Rohingya Muslims that fled the persecution and deadly
crackdown of Myanmar’s armed forces, and whether these people could eventually be repatriated is still uncertain [Dhaka Tribune 1]. After
attending the 14th OIC session in Saudi Arabia [Dhaka Tribune 2] and giving a keynote speech about the Rohingya crisis in Japan [Dhaka Tribune
3], the premier also avowed to use OIC institutions more actively to synchronize Muslim countries’ policies and induce more aligned collective
measures against global issues such as Israeli-Palestinian conflict and rising tensions in the Gulf. In concurrent efforts to repatriate back the
Rohingya refugees, Myanmar has recently met with ASEAN Secretary General to initiate high-impact projects that would restore order in the
conflict-ridden Rahkine State [Myanmar Times].

Bangladesh-Japan: Japan signs $2.5bn deal to support Bangladesh’s development programs

04 June 2019

(jyk) Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and her Japanese counterpart Shinzo Abe has signed the 40th Official Development Assistance (ODA) Loan
Package worth more than $2.5 billion in a bid to develop and invest in the main four projects including the development of port and highspeed public transport, and the promotion of foreign direct investment and energy efficiency. Japan has supported Bangladesh with ODA loans
totaling $11.3 billion since 1972. [Dhaka Tribune]
04 June 2019

Trump’s trade attack pushes India to the negotiating table
(cl) India plans to return to the negotiating table after President Donald Trump’s termination of its trade concession under the decades-old
Generalised System of Preferences trade programme, which allowed the country to export almost 2,000 products to the US duty-free, took
effect last Friday. [Bloomberg] However, the US official said the benefits could be restored if India gave US companies fair and equitable access
to its markets. A statement from India’s Trade Ministry stated that while the country would continue to work on improving ties with the US,
its trade decisions would be guided by its own “development imperatives and concerns”. Media reports said that New Delhi was considering
higher import duties on more than 20 US products, including agricultural goods. [Financial Times]
India is the world's largest beneficiary of GSP, which dates from the 1970s, and ending its participation would not only be the strongest punitive
action against the country since Mr Trump took office, but also open a new front in the global trade war. While last year, India announced
higher tariffs on a clutch of items in retaliation to US imposing higher levies on its products, it repeatedly deferred imposition of the new tariffs
as it kept the door open for talks to avert a trade war. [Fortune]
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Singapore, Malaysia added to US watchlist on currency practices
(cl) Singapore was added to a watch list for currency manipulation by the United States, which said the city-state made estimated net foreign
exchange purchases of at least US$17 billion in 2018, equivalent to 4.6% of gross domestic product. The US report says Singapore should
undertake reforms that will lower its high saving rate and boost low domestic consumption, while striving to ensure that its real exchange rate
is in line with economic fundamentals, in order to help narrow its large and persistent external surpluses. [Straits Times]
In response, Singapore’s central bank has said on Wednesday that it does not engage in currency manipulation. It said Singapore’s monetary
policy framework “has always been aimed at ensuring medium-term price stability”. Singapore Deputy Prime Minister has also remarked that
it will be unsustainable for Singapore to manipulate its exchange rate as holding it deliberately low will cause hyperinflation, while keeping it
artificially high will result in severe deflation [Channel News Asia]

Shangri-La Dialogue from the host's view: discussions on the Sino-United States relationship and the importance of investing in 04 June 2019
defence capabilities for smaller countries
(cl/jk) During the Shangri-La Dialogue held in Singapore on Saturday, Defence Ministers from China, Malaysia, Britain and the US discussed
three main security challenges for the region: the US-China relationship; instability on the Korean peninsula and the threat of nuclear weapons;
and the "clear and present" danger of terrorism and returning foreign fighters. [South China Morning Post]
Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee pointed to the worrying trend in the Sino-United States relationship, with attitudes on both sides hardening
towards the other party, identifying the mutual lack of strategic trust as the fundamental problem between the US and China. He added that
while it would be up to the countries' political leaders to avoid a conflict which would inflict serious damage across the globe, it is hard as
leaders on both sides are facing powerful domestic pressures. [Straits Times]
On another note, Singapore’s Defence Minister emphasised that smaller countries in the region like Singapore have to invest in their own
defence capabilities even as they try to resolve disputes through peaceful means because the cost of any potential conflict is prohibitively high.
[Channel News Asia] On Friday, Singapore’s Defence Minister and US Acting Defence Secretary had welcomed the renewal of the 1990
Memorandum of Understanding for the US Use of Facilities in Singapore, as they reaffirmed the excellent and longstanding bilateral defence
relations. [ASEAN Breaking News]
Singapore and China have in the meantime agreed to a “substantial programme” to deepen military ties after a meeting between the two
countries’ defence chiefs. Among the proposed enhancements to existing defence cooperation agreement is a second bilateral naval drill to
be held next year, after the countries held a similar drill in 2015. [The Diplomat]
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These exercises are significant given few other Southeast Asian countries, especially those maintaining strong security ties with the US, such
as Singapore, engage with the People’s Liberation Army Navy on a bilateral basis. [Asia One] According to one point of view, "such military-tomilitary outreach is part of China’s diplomatic efforts as it seeks to counter suspicion about its intentions and the pressure it is facing from a
strain in ties with the US." [South China Morning Post]
04 June 2019

China-US relations I: Defence ministers clash at Shangri-La Dialogue
(dql) China’s Defence Minister Wei Fenghe warned in aggressive words of any efforts to infringe on China’s rights and interest in his speech at
the recent annual Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore. With regards to international security, which he described as complicated and volatile”,
he stressed that while China “does not cast greedy eyes on the interests of other nations and does not envy other nations’ development, it
also resolutely does not give up its legitimate rights and interest. No foreign nation should hope that China will swallow the bitter fruit of
damaging its own sovereignty, security and development interests.” Referring to Taiwan he added that “to defend the fatherland's unity, China
is ready for war and any costs” [Xinhua, in Chinese]
Wei’s statements came after the Pentagon announced on Friday the sale of 34 ScanEagle drones Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines and
Vietnam for a total of 47 million USD and after Acting US Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan at the summit introduced details of a new phase
of Washington’s Indo-Pacific strategy and urged China to end “behavior that erodes other nations’ sovereignty and sows distrust of China’s
intentions”, adding in a thinly veiled hint on China that “some in our region are choosing to act contrary to the principles and norms that have
benefitted us all.” [Asia Times]
Coinciding with Shanahan’s speech, the US Defense Department released its 2019 “Indo-Pacific Strategy Report” (IPSR) in which it defines
“[i]nter-state strategic competition, defined by geopolitical rivalry between free and repressive world order visions” as “primary concern for
U.S. national security”, highlighting that China “seeks to reorder the region to its advantage by leveraging military modernization, influence
operations, and predatory economics to coerce other nations.” [US Department of Defense]

Japan-Russia relations: Another failed attempt to resolve dispute over islands
(dql) Last week a ‘two plus two’ meeting the between Japanese and Russian Foreign and Defense Ministers failed to achieve a breakthrough
in the long-standing territorial dispute between the two countries. Both sides insisted on their own country’s sovereignty over the disputed
islands, referred to as the Kurils by Russia and the Northern Territories by the Japanese. Furthermore, both sides accused each other of
unacceptable military buildups in the region, with Tokyo denouncing Moscow’s expansion of its military presence in the islands as
“unacceptable” while Moscow criticized Tokyo for its plans to install a US-made Aegis Ashore missile defense system. The failed meeting last
week adds to a number of previous equally unsuccessful talks on foreign minister level earlier this year. [Japan Times] [DW]
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South Korea-USA relations: Despite North Korea’s missile tests, no need to restart Big Military Exercises with South Korea, US 04 June 2019
Acting Defense Chief says
(dql) In a move believed to keep doors open for denuclerization talks with North Korea, Acting Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan said that it
is not necessary to resume large-scale military exercises with South Korea which North Korea has always considered as provocation. Shanahan
made this statement during his visit to Seoul on Sunday, adding that his talks in South Korea’s capitol are supposed to clarify and to ensure
that the allies have the required military readiness and are prepared when diplomacy could fail.
While American and South Korean troops have continued low-key, smaller-scale exercises, bigger joint drills have been put on hold after
President Trump called them provocative and expensive war games during his first summit with North Korean leader Kim Jong-un last year.
Shananan’s statement comes after Pyongyang in May conducted missile tests [AiR 2/5/2019] which have triggered discussions over whether
a continued suspension of large-scale drills may impair the U.S. and South Korea’s response ability in case the Pyongyang would shift from
diplomacy and to heighten hostilities. [Politico] [New York Times]
Meanwhile, South Korea’s Defense Minister Jeong Kyeong-doo provided an assessment of Pyongyang’s missile tests in May at the Shangri-La
dialogue, expressing his conviction that they are not violating the Comprehensive Military Agreement between North and South Korea on the
reduction of hostilities which was signed in September last year and which states in Art. 1 that “South and North Korea agreed to completely
cease all hostile acts against each other in every domain, including land, air and sea that are the source of military tension and conflict.” [The
Diplomat]
In the light of this article, Jeong’s assessment looks attackable but it reflects South Korea’s efforts to retain momentum in the inter-Korean
peace and demilitarisation talks in the face of strained relations between the USA and North Korea as well as in the wake of the latest
condemnation of Pongyang’s missile tests as violation of U.N. Security Council resolutions by Japanese Defense Minister Iwaya during his
meeting with his U.S. and South Korean counterparts on the sidelines of the Shangri-La Dialogue as well as by Shanahan some days earlier,
with the latter contradicting President Trump who during his visit to Japan last week said that for him the missile tests don’t constitute such a
violation. [Japan Times] [CNN]

Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan’s military exercises prepare for invasion from China, bill on national referendum on future 04 June 2019
agreements between Taiwan and China passed
(dql) Last week Taiwan’s military conducted major military exercises simulating an invading Chinese force and involving air, sea and land forces.
The drills included fighter jets launching strikes and warships opening fire to destroy an enemy landing on the beachhead as well as jets
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practicing landing on the country's main highways while air-raid drills brought its major cities to a standstill. Over 3,000 soldiers took part in
the live-fire drill in the southern county of Pingtung. [DW]
Meanwhile, earlier last week, Taiwan’s legislature passed a bill to amend the Act Governing Relations between the People of the Taiwan Area
and the Mainland Area, according to which any potential political agreement with China will require not only the approval of lawmakers, but
will also need to pass a national referendum before it can be signed and can be signed and put into effect. [Focus Taiwan]
04 June 2019

Indonesia hopes to revive army special unit’s training in US
(cl) The US Defence Secretary met with Indonesian Defence Minister last week, with the latter expressing hope that the Indonesian army's
special forces unit can be trained again in the United States in the near future. [Jakarta Post] The US had previously suspended cooperation
with the Indonesia military in 1998 following reports of beatings, kidnappings and other abuses committed by it. The 1997 Leahy Law prohibits
U.S. military assistance to the security forces of a foreign country that commits gross violations of human rights. In 2005, the US lifted the ban
on cooperation with Indonesian military units except its army’s special forces unit, which has been accused by multiple international human
rights organisations of many human rights abuses, including the anti-Chinese rioting that led to the fall of former President Suharto. During
the conference, US Defence Secretary stated that the US has agreed to help Indonesia counter terrorism and radicalism. [Kyodo News]

Philippines, Japan urge cool heads to prevail in trade and South China Sea as tensions escalate
(cl) At a recent conference in Japan themed “Seeking a New Global Order – Overcoming the Chaos”, looking at the deepening global
uncertainties as well as military and security tensions in technology and the South China Sea, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte voiced his
exasperation with China as he urged her to quickly conclude a code of conduct on the South China Sea with ASEAN. He stated that the South
China Sea is on the verge of becoming a “flashpoint for trouble”, given the arms race under way with a military build-up of Chinese ships and
those from the West. [Channel News Asia] Previously, Beijing and ASEAN had tried to hammer out a code of conduct to govern the disputed
waters, however, the process has been slow. [South China Morning Post]
Mr Duterte, aiming to attract trade and investment from the Asian superpower, mostly withheld his early criticism of Beijing’s expansive claims
to the sea. However, in April, he had warned Beijing to not intrude on a disputed island in the sea, implying the possibility of military action
otherwise. In a major victory for Manila, an international maritime tribunal had ruled that China's claims to the area have no legal basis.
However, he has largely set aside that ruling and backed off on their once tense territorial dispute, prompting criticism at home that he has
been soft on China. [Reuters]
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Chinese company to build submarine base for Bangladesh in Cox's Bazar
(jk) A Chinese company is building a submarine base for Bangladesh in the country's south-eastern part in the Bay of Bengal. The decision to
go with a Chinese state-owned enterprise is potentially worrying for India, as it is unclear what kind of access or rights China will have to the
base once it is finished. The decision is all but surprising since Bangladesh and China have significant naval links. China has built many of the
Navy's surface ships, as well both of its submarines which Bangladesh has received in 2017. [TribuneIndia]

11 June 2019

China and Russia agree to elevate relations
(dql) Close relations between China and Russia have reached a new height, after both countries to upgraded their relations to a “comprehensive
strategic partnership of coordination for a new era” during a meeting between visiting Chinese President Xi Jinping and his Russian counterpart,
Vladimir Putin. [Moscow Times]
The agreement is of high symbolic nature, reflecting intensified efforts of China and Russia to demonstrate unity and to close ranks against the
USA. In his speech commemorating the 70th anniversary of Sino-Russian diplomatic ties Xi hailed the countries’ relationship and friendship
which, after70 years during which the ties have been “all the more matured, stable, firm and tenacious”, are “standing at a new historic starting
point and facing a new historic opportunity” “to join hands to safeguard global peace and tranquility”. [Xinhua, in Chinese] Putin echoed Xi’s
remarks by confirming that “Russian-Chinese relations have certainly reached an unprecedentedly high level”, with both countries now seeking
to “make an important contribution to solving the world’s most pressing problems and countering new challenges and threats, speak out
jointly in favor of forming a new, fair world order, based on multipolarity, strict compliance with the international law, the UN Charter, equality
and mutually beneficial cooperation.” [TASS]
Furthermore, Xi and Putin witnessed the signing of an agreement between Huawei and the Russian telecoms company MTS on the
development of a 5G network in Russia over the next year. The agreement which counters Washington’s crackdown on Huawei was one among
a number of other deals in areas of nuclear power, natural gas, automobiles, hi-tech development, and e-commerce totaling 20 billion USD
and clearly. [South China Morning Post]
Noteworthy in this context are news on the trend towards the fragmentation of the internet and the related potential of creating domestic
internet control of new dimension, with Russia and Iran reported spearheading efforts to “build isolated, domestic internets” which “represent
a new form of internet fragmentation” where citizens will not be able use virtual private networks and other tools to circumvent filters as their
domestic internets are disconnected from the global one. [Wired]

Inter-Korean relations: President Moon leaves for Scandinavian countries after signing off food aid to North Korea
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(jyk/dql) Soon after signing off 8 million USD worth of food and medical aid for North Korea [JoongAng Daily 1], President Moon went on a
weeklong trip on Sunday to Finland, Norway and Sweden to seek economic cooperation in technological areas including 5G networks and
artificial intelligence. [JoongAng Daily 2] Moon will also deliver a speech about his vision for denuclearization and peace on the Korean
Peninsula at the Oslo Forum, as a way of issuing a message to North Korea as he did in Berlin in 2017. President Trump is also known to have
discussed and supported the food aid program to North Korea over the phone with Moon, according to the Presidential Office. [New York
Times]
11 June 2019

“Neighborhood First”: Indian PM Modi visits Maldives and Sri Lanka
(ls) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi made his first overseas trip since being elected to a second term by travelling to the Maldives and Sri
Lanka, reflecting the importance India attaches to its 'Neighborhood First” policy.
In the Maldives, Modi and Maldives’ President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih signed six Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) in the fields of
hydrography, health, passenger and cargo services by sea, customs capacity building, training of civil servants and the sharing of white shipping
information between the Indian Navy and the Maldives National Defence Force. In March, the countries had signed a USD 800 million Line of
Credit Agreement for assisting the Maldives to achieve sustainable social and economic development. [Business Today]
Modi also inaugurated a coastal radar system and military training center in the Maldives. The two leaders pledged to combat piracy, terrorism,
organized crime and trafficking through “coordinated patrolling and aerial surveillance, exchange of information, and capacity building.” [Al
Arabiya]
Solih reaffirmed his government’s “India first policy” and pledged full support toward deepening “the multifaceted, mutually beneficial
partnership between India and the Maldives”. Solih’s stand was a marked shift from his predecessor Yameen Abdul Gayoom, who developed
close ties with Beijing. [South China Morning Post]
In Sri Lanka, Modi started his short visit by paying respect at one of the sites of the Easter Sunday attack. He said that he was confident Sri
Lanka will rise again and cowardly acts of terror cannot defeat their spirit. [India Today] During his Maldives visit, Modi had already called for
a global conference to tackle the threat of terrorism in the region and around the world. “The international community has actively arranged
for global convention and many conferences on the threat of climate change. Why not on the issue of terrorism?” he said. [Reuters]

11 June 2019

India and Japan agree to hold “2+2” talks
(ls) India and Japan have agreed to hold a “2+2” dialogue between the defense and foreign ministers of the two countries. It is likely to take
place ahead of the summit-level meeting between Prime Ministers Narendra Modi and Shinzo Abe later in the year. So far, India had engaged
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in such a dialogue format at this level only with the United States since last year. One of the primary objectives for both New Delhi and Tokyo
is to prevent the rise of a unipolar Asia dominated by one single hegemonic power. [The Diplomat]
11 June 2019

Singapore, Australia to explore new areas of collaboration
(cl/jk) Singapore and Australia are deepening bilateral ties and exploring new areas of collaboration, such as in the digital economy, Prime
Minister Lee and his Australian counterpart said on Friday. Mr Lee said they exchanged views on regional and global issues, adding that
Australian and Singapore see “eye-to-eye” on many issues. [Channel News Asia] Both leaders also shared their hopes for negotiations on
potentially the world’s largest trade pact, the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, to be completed by the end of the year.
Negotiations for the RCEP, which involves 16 Asia-Pacific countries, have been ongoing since 2012 and Mr Lee said in November last year that
there have been “significant breakthroughs”. The RCEP aims to lower trade barriers and secure improved market access for businesses in the
region. [Straits Times]
PM Lee further stated that Singapore, which is currently evaluating its laws to strengthen responses against foreign interference in domestic
politics, could learn from Australia. The latter had, in 2018, passed laws including a ban on foreigners making political donations after a New
South Wales senator accepted money from foreign donors that had links with the Chinese government, and contradicted his party’s position
by defending China’s position on the South China Sea. [Today] Previously, during maritime and airspace disputes between Singapore and
Malaysia, the government noticed a spike in online comments, which it noted sought to create “an artificial impression to netizens of the
opposition to Singapore’s position at a time of heightened bilateral difficulties”. In response, Senior Minister of State for Law stated, in a
parliamentary debate, that Singapore would look at laws to tackle hostile information campaigns by countering the spread of false information
by foreign actors and expose clandestine foreign-interference campaigns before they happen. [Today 2]
Singapore and Australia have elevated their relationship to a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2016 and work closely on defence and
security. They are expected to sign a defence treaty this year to finalise an arrangement to jointly develop more military training.

Singapore Prime Minister’s post on the 1978 Vietnam-Cambodia issue upsets both countries
(cl) On May 31st, Prime Minister Lee posted on Facebook that the then-five Association of Southeast Nation members previously came together
to oppose “Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia and the Cambodian government that replaced the Khmer Rouge”. In a 2011 speech, former deputy
prime minister said that Singapore had to respond to the “invasion of a smaller county by a larger neighbour” or it would have undermined
the credibility of Singapore’s foreign policy and had serious implications for its security, adding that this would create an undesirable precedent
for small nations. [Straits Times]
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However, Cambodia and Vietnam have objected to PM Lee’s remarks. Cambodia Defence Minister General told media that his comments were
“unacceptable”, and Vietnam’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs said that Mr Lee’s remarks did not “objectively reflect the historical truth”.
Cambodia’s Prime Minister further accused PM Lee of supporting genocide. [Reuters] In response, Singapore’s Foreign Ministry said in a
statement last Friday that Singapore is committed to building on its good relations with Vietnam and Cambodia. It added that last Friday,
Singapore’s Foreign Minister spoke with Vietnamese and Cambodian Prime Ministers, who agreed that notwithstanding the serious
differences, they have taken a path of cooperation, dialogue and friendship. [Channel News Asia]

Mahathir floats idea of a new currency based on gold, rather than on current "manipulative" currency system

11 June 2019

(jk) Malaysian PM Mahathir has floated the idea of parts of Asia beginning to trade on the basis of a new currency based on a classical gold
standard at an international conference on the future of Asia in Tokyo. He stated that the current tie to the US dollar is too open to manipulation
and while the proposed currency would not be used domestically, it would reduce overall dependence on the US Dollar due to its use in
regional trade. [Malay Mail] Whether or not such a proposal will gain any traction however, is primarily a political, rather than an economic
question.
11 June 2019

China-USA relations: Trump threatens to slap new tariffs
(dql) In a latest escalating move in the ongoing trade war between the USA and China, President Trump has threatened to impose large tariffs
on 300 billion USD in imports if Chinese President Xi Jinping did attend the G 20 summit in Japan at the end of this month. [Express]
Prior to this move the Trump administration raised tariffs on 200 billion USD worth of Chinese goods exported to the U.S. and issued an
effective ban on American companies doing business with Chinese telecom giant Huawei in May. Beijing retaliated with new tariffs hitting 60
billion USD worth of US goods and the announcement of the release of list of “unreliable” firms “that run against market rules and violate the
spirit of contracts, cut off supplies to Chinese firms for uncommercial reasons, damage the legitimate rights of Chinese companies, or threaten
China’s national security and public interests.” [AiR 1/6/2019] [The Independent]

Japan-Russia relations: Putin says US-Japanese military cooperation impeding peace talks over territorial dispute
(jyk) Ahead of his meeting of his planned meeting with Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe on the sidelines of the G 20 summit in Japan at the
end of the month, Russian President Vladimir Putin called at a press conference last week Japan’s military cooperation with U.S an impediment
to both sides’ efforts to come to terms on peace treaty, which will also include the settlement of the territorial disputes over the four northern
islands located near Hokkaido and the Russian border.
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Putin’s statement is the latest reflection of two countries’ deadlock in a long-standing dispute over these islands, with Japan claiming that
Russia seized them illegally in World War II, and Russia claiming the seizure was a legitimate consequence of the war. [Japan Times]
It echoes the failure of the last ‘two plus two’ meeting the between Japanese and Russian Foreign and Defense Ministers on this issue two
week ago at which both sides accused each other of unacceptable military buildups in the region. [AiR 1/6/2019]
18 June 2019

Japan: PM Abe a mediator between Washington and Teheran?
(dql) During his visit to Iran and meetings with President Hassan Rouhani and Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei last week, Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe embarked on a delicate journey to play the role of a mediator between the USA and Iran amid escalating tensions
between these countries. Abe’s trip to Iran was the first by a Japanese Prime Minister since the Islamic revolution in 1979 and the first by a G7
leader since US President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from the 2015 Iran nuclear deal.
The results of Abe’s brokering efforts, including establishing a communication channel as well as his assurance that under “the right
international environment surrounding Iran” Japan would seek to deepen economic ties and increase oil trade, appear sobering in the light of
comments of his hosts. While Rouhani insisted that the “root of tensions is the US economic war against Iran. As soon as this war stops, we
shall see a very positive development in the world and the region”, Khamanei resolutely rejected communication with the US President saying
that he does not “consider Trump as a person worth exchanging any message with and I have no answer for him” nor would he “respond to
him in the future". [Kyodo] [Japan Times]
Abe’s visit was overshadowed by attacks on two tankers in the Gulf of Oman. Further heightening the tensions between the USA and Iran,
both sides voiced mutual accusations over the attacks. U.S. President Trump and Secretary of State Pompeo accused Teheran of being
responsible for the attacks. Teheran resolutely rejected the claims criticizing Washington for making accusations without "a shred of factual or
circumstantial evidence." [Aljazeera] [DW] Tokyo, so far has refrained from taking sides in the question on the responsibility for attacks, despite
the US Department of Defense release of video allegedly demonstrating an Iranian patrol boat removing an unexploded mine attached to the
side of one of the tankers. Japanese government officials rejected the Pentagon’s assessment which “has not helped us go beyond speculation".
[Japan Today]
In a latest development, Pompeo announced in an interview on Sunday that in responding to the attacks on the tankers the U.S. government
is considering the full range of options, including military options. [CBS]
Meanwhile, Iran’s atomic energy organization on Monday revealed that Iran had increased low enriched uranium production fourfold with the
limit of the nuclear deal of 300 kilograms to be exceeded by June 27. [CNN]
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Japan seeks Mongolia’s support in North Korean abduction issue
(jyk) Japanese Foreign Minister Taro Kono met his Mongolian counterpart in Ulaanbaatar on Sunday, in an effort to seek Mongolia’s
cooperation in resolving issues related to North Korea’s abduction of Japanese nationals in 1970s and 80s. The two agreed on the importance
of fully implementing U.N. sanctions against North Korea toward denuclearization, according to Japanese officials. This is the first time in 9
years for a Japanese foreign minister to visit Mongolia, and the two agreed to deepen ties. North Korea has reacted coldly to Japanese Prime
Minister’s offer of holding a meeting so far. Japan currently lists 17 people as missing from NK’s abduction, five of whom were repatriated in
2002. [Mainichi]

South Korea-USA relations: Washington wants its ally to join the boycott against Huawei

18 June 2019

(jyk) During a security forum in Seoul on June 7th, the U.S. Ambassador to South Korea, Harry Harris voiced his concern over the security
implications of Korean military’s continued purchase and usage of Huawei’s communications equipment, despite U.S.’s call to blacklist the
company to protect the allies’ security network. Several companies of U.S. allies like U.K. and Japan followed the call and suspended deals with
China’s rising tech giant. However, Seoul hesitated its alignment with its closest security ally U.S., and said on 13th that it will “consider
measures that respect corporate autonomy without affecting military communications” through Ministry of Foreign Affairs, possibly wary of
economic retaliation from its biggest trading partner, China [JoongAng Daily]. In response to the concern, a South Korean senior official said
the concern was unjustified as 5G was “clearly separate from the military and security communications network in South Korea”, and that
Korea’s “usage rate for its 5G network was less than 10%” [Hankyoreh]. The U.S. State Department nonetheless warned the problem pertained
to serious national security issues, and that it will reconsider sharing sensitive intelligence with Korea if it fails to align with U.S.’s Huawei
boycott. [JoongAng Daily]

China’s quest for closer relations with India, Shanghai Cooperation Organisation Summit
(jk) Upon Indian PM Modi's election victory last month, Chinese President Xi Jinping sent a letter to Modi in which he stated he would stand
ready to "uplift the [current] Closer Development Partnership between the two countries”. The Chinese Ambassador to India, now also China’s
Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs, had suggested recently that India’s participation in the BRI would set the relationship of the countries off in
the right direction. He has also made advances on a Sino-Indian good neighbourliness "treaty". While India has thus far refrained from
embracing the BRI, some voices are heard advocating to re-evaluation the Sino-Indian relationship, with a particular focus on solving issues
around BRI projects with Pakistan, which go through some disputed territories and therefore make it very difficult for India to accept. [RSIS]
Notwithstanding, China is aware of India's stance and will not be surprised that India once again refused to endorse the BRI at the latest SCO
summit this past weekend. Modi stated in a thinly veiled reference to the BRI that "any mega connectivity project must respect sovereignty
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and territorial integrity" of the countries involved. [Times of India] Despite the headlines, India-China relations are expected to continue to
expand.
Further, all SCO members (India, Pakistan, Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan) agreed to "expand the
practice of using national currencies in transactions" between themselves, another item on the list of growing challenges to the dominance of
the US dollar. [Zee News]
18 June 2019

US-India ties ahead of Pompeo's India visit
(jk/cl) The US Secretary of State said that he would outline areas for new cooperation with India ahead of his trip to New Delhi towards the
end of June. [India Post] While Mr Modi has supported greater cooperation with the US, especially on defence, trade tensions have also been
rising between the two countries, with US President Trump’s administration for example forcing India to stop buying oil form Iran and
Venezuela. Complaining of closed markets, Mr Trump has also removed India from the Generalised System of Preferences, a key trading
preference under which India exported goods worth billions of dollars into the US in 2017. [Channel News Asia] The Trump administration
however, is now also offering India alternate systems to the Russian S-400 missile defence system - the National Advanced Surface to Air
Missile System-II - and potentially even the F-35 fifth-generation stealth fighter jet if India were to scrap the Russian missile deal.
[MoneyControl; Economic Times]
On Saturday, India decided to raise tariffs on imports of 29 goods from the US after having deferred the move several times after announcing
it last June following Washington’s refusal to exempt New Delhi from higher steel and aluminium tariffs then. [CNN News] It had previously
delayed raising tariffs as trade talks raised hopes of resolution. The new taxes have taken effect since 16th June 2019, and are likely to be
brought up as an issue when US President and Indian Prime Minister meet at the G-20 summit in Osaka, on June 28-29. [Economic Times]

Sri Lankan and Russian Presidents discuss strengthening bilateral relations

18 June 2019

(jk) The two leaders met at the side-lines of a conference in Tajikistan and discussed strengthening the bilateral relations between Sri Lanka
and Russia as well as how to deal with US sanctions on goods imported from Russia to Sri Lanka. The Sri Lankan President further extended an
invitation to Putin to visit Sri Lanka. [ColomboPage]

Indonesia reveals frustration with Singapore over delay in ASEAN adopting Jokowi’s Indo-Pacific concept
(cl) According to an Indonesian diplomat, Jakarta has been lobbying ASEAN members to have their own regional agreement on the Indo-Pacific,
but the plan may not be signed off at this month’s summit as Singapore has not endorsed it. The term Indo-Pacific has been used in recent
years by both Japanese and US officials trying to boost economic and security ties with countries in the region amid China’s expanding
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influence. However, Indonesia in the last two years lobbied the other nine ASEAN members to have their own regional vision, noting that the
objectives would not be new but would signal enhanced cooperation. [South China Morning Post]

Malaysia’s PM says has right not to extradite controversial Indian preacher

18 June 2019

(cl) An Indian national who is a popular figure in Muslim-majority Malaysia is wanted by New Delhi to face money laundering charges. Prime
Minister Mahathir stated that Malaysia has the right not to extradite the man to India if it feels he is not going to be accorded justice. In
response, the India released an enforcement directorate, which stated that it would seek Interpol’s cooperation to extradite him to face
charges in Malaysia. The man had espoused controversial views in his lectures and videos when answering issues linked to Hinduism with his
puritan brand of Islam. [The Star]
In 2014, he was charged by India’s National Investigation Agency with inciting terror and delivering hate speeches. In 2017, Bangladesh
suspended a television channel that featured him after the media reported that militants who killed over 20 people were admirers of him. He
was also banned from entering Britain in 2010. [South China Morning Post]

China-USA relations: Hong Kong protest a leverage for Washington in trade dispute?

18 June 2019

(dql) Indicating an unexpected leverage for U.S. President Trump at the G20 Summit at the end of the month in Japan where he is scheduled
to meet Chinese President Xi to strike a deal to resolve the trade dispute, U.S. Secretary of State Pompeo announced that Hong Kong human
rights would be among the issues to be discussed between Presidents Trump and Xi should they meet at the G20 summit at the end of the
month. [Reuters]
Hong Kong, due to its status as an independent economic and customs area separate from mainland China, has so far been largely exempted
from the US tariffs. However, China-hawks in Congress last week discussed introducing legislation to revoke Hong Kong’s autonomy status.
[Forbes]
For recommendations on how the U.S should respond to the protests last week, centering around a public statement of President of “moral
and verbal support to keep freedom’s ember glowing in Hong Kong” followed by drastic economic measures including delisting the six largest
China’s companies from the U.S. stock exchange and a total on Huawei, see Grant Newsham in [AND].
18 June 2019

Who is the winner of the U.S.-China trade war? – It’s Southeast Asia
(ls) The continued “trade war” between the United States and China has produced several benefits for Southeast Asian countries. What was
expected by many experts – that third parties will be the winners of the confrontation – is materializing now.
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Malaysia is seeing an increased interest among Chinese companies to invest in the country. For instance, the two countries cooperate on the
Malaysia-China Kuantan Industrial Park, a China-Malaysia International Science and Technology Park, an Electronic Information Industry Park,
a Smart Interconnection Industrial Park and a National Bird Nest Laboratory. In April, also the previously stalled East Coast Rail Link project was
resumed. [The Star]
The escalating trade war is expected to lure more Chinese manufacturers to relocate factories in an attempt to divert exports. “Malaysia has
been benefiting from business relocation, as well as trade and investment diversions caused by the trade war,” said Malaysia’s Finance Minister
Lim Guan Eng. [South China Morning Post]
In a similar vein, Indonesia has recently seen a boom in select industries. According to the Bank of Indonesia, exports in the country have
dramatically increased following the shift of the supply chain from China to other Southeast Asian nations as US companies are more reluctant
to buy from Chinese companies. This is especially true in the footwear industry. [Business Times]
The Philippines, one of the oldest U.S. allies in Asia, has not signed on to America’s ban against the Chinese communications company Huawei.
Rather, the country is moving ahead with plans to use Huawei equipment in upcoming trials of ultra-fast 5G wireless systems and a multi-city
surveillance program. Southeast Asia is crucial for Huawei because mature markets such as Japan, Australia and parts of Europe have already
limited their dealings with Chinese tech suppliers. [Los Angeles Times]
However, the Philippines is planning to tighten rules for foreign workers as more Chinese nationals enter to take up jobs. According to the
Labour Department’s latest available date, more than half of the 45,000 work permits it issued were given to Chinese nationals in 2017. The
number of Chinese workers who secured permits doubled in 2016 to 18,000. [Bloomberg 1]
Thailand, however, appears to be a less favorable location for Chinese investment due to protracted political uncertainty. Political risk is making
businesses hesitant to invest in an environment of heightened global challenges. Already $20 billion of spending on transport and logistics
projects has been delayed because of the three-month impasse in forming a government. [Bloomberg 2]
18 June 2019

Philippines call for China to sanction “barbaric” fishing crew
(cl) The Philippines have filed a diplomatic protest against China via a letter to the London-based International Maritime Organisation after the
crew of a fishing boat sank a Filipino vessel carrying 22 fishermen in South China Sea, potentially inflaming a dispute calmed by warmer ties
between their leaders. [New York Times]
Philippines President Duterte’s spokesman described the act of China’s fishing vessel as uncivilised, outrageous and barbaric. He further called
on China to investigate and sanction the crew members, who apparently left the injured fishermen without any assistance. On Saturday, Beijing
confirmed that the Chinese trawler hit the Philippine fishing boat. [Channel News Asia]
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Since Duterte’s election in mid-2016, the Philippines has pivoted towards China, often setting aside a July 2016 ruling by the Hague that rejected
China’s sea claims. [The Diplomat] However, this incident casts doubt over his approach to the South China Sea.
The spokesman for the military unit in charge of the disputed waters found that the Chinese crew members’ act of leaving the area as the
Philippines boat was sinking indicates that they hit the vessel intentionally. Experts have also noted that China’s vast fishing fleet has been coopted to serve as Beijing’s militia and augment its constant coastguard presence in waters also claimed by Malaysia, Taiwan, Vietnam, the
Philippines and Brunei. [Bloomberg]
18 June 2019

The Mekong: Region of geopolitical rivalry and cross-border cooperation
(ls) The Mekong remains one of Southeast’s Asia geopolitical hotspots. After years of Chinese investment and support of the five countries
along the region’s longest river, the United States now appear to “recommit” themselves as well. Such move is expected of U.S. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo’s July visit to Bangkok when he will attend an ASEAN ministerial meeting. Experts point out that America’s Lower Mekong
Initiative (LMI) has produced less tangible results than the China-led Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
which offer significant funds for infrastructure and industrial development. [South China Morning Post]
One case in point is a new US$6 billion railway connecting Laos with China. It stretches 420 kilometers from Vientiane to the Mohan-Boten
border gate in northern Laos. Trains are expected to reach 160 kilometers per hour, reducing a two-day journey to just three hours. So far, 47
of 167 bridges and 53 of 72 tunnels have been completed. However, the construction has led to multiple displacements of local people without
proper compensation. Moreover, of the expected 7,000 Laotians to be hired for construction only 2,000 have been employed, along with
19,000 Chinese. [ASEAN Today]
Thailand and Laos on Friday signed an agreement on building the fifth friendship bridge between Thailand's Bueng Kan province and Laos'
Bolikhamsai province. The bridge is part of the Greater Mekong Sub-region and ACMECS (Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic
Cooperation Strategy) economic cooperation between Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, Vietnam and Thailand. [Xinhua]
New Zealand, which established the Mekong Institute with Thailand in 1996, has been engaged in the region as well. In May, the Asia New
Zealand Foundation and Thailand’s Institute of Security and International Studies co-convened a Track II (informal diplomacy) dialogue over
current issues impacting the Mekong region. The Asia Media Centre has gathered some of the New Zealand delegates’ reactions after the
dialogue. [Asia Media Centre]

18 June 2019

Japan: PM Abe a mediator between Washington and Teheran?
(dql) During his visit to Iran and meetings with President Hassan Rouhani and Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei last week, Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe embarked on a delicate journey to play the role of a mediator between the USA and Iran amid escalating tensions
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between these countries. Abe’s trip to Iran was the first by a Japanese Prime Minister since the Islamic revolution in 1979 and the first by a G7
leader since US President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from the 2015 Iran nuclear deal.
The results of Abe’s brokering efforts, including establishing a communication channel as well as his assurance that under “the right
international environment surrounding Iran” Japan would seek to deepen economic ties and increase oil trade, appear sobering in the light of
comments of his hosts. While Rouhani insisted that the “root of tensions is the US economic war against Iran. As soon as this war stops, we
shall see a very positive development in the world and the region”, Khamanei resolutely rejected communication with the US President saying
that he does not “consider Trump as a person worth exchanging any message with and I have no answer for him” nor would he “respond to
him in the future". [Kyodo] [Japan Times]
Abe’s visit was overshadowed by attacks on two tankers in the Gulf of Oman. Further heightening the tensions between the USA and Iran,
both sides voiced mutual accusations over the attacks. U.S. President Trump and Secretary of State Pompeo accused Teheran of being
responsible for the attacks. Teheran resolutely rejected the claims criticizing Washington for making accusations without "a shred of factual or
circumstantial evidence." [Aljazeera] [DW] Tokyo, so far has refrained from taking sides in the question on the responsibility for attacks, despite
the US Department of Defense release of video allegedly demonstrating an Iranian patrol boat removing an unexploded mine attached to the
side of one of the tankers. Japanese government officials rejected the Pentagon’s assessment which “has not helped us go beyond speculation".
[Japan Today]
In a latest development, Pompeo announced in an interview on Sunday that in responding to the attacks on the tankers the U.S. government
is considering the full range of options, including military options. [CBS]
Meanwhile, Iran’s atomic energy organization on Monday revealed that Iran had increased low enriched uranium production fourfold with the
limit of the nuclear deal of 300 kilograms to be exceeded by June 27. [CNN]
25 June 2019

34th ASEAN Summit in Bangkok
(jk) This past weekend, all ten ASEAN leaders have met in Bangkok for the 34th ASEAN Summit and related meetings. Among the major issues
that were discussed were an [ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific], a plan which is aimed at reinforcing ASEAN’s role in the region, support for
the conclusion of RCEP (Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership - a free-trade pact between ASEAN and India, China, Japan, South
Korea, Australia and New Zealand) negotiations, or the adoption of the Bangkok Declaration on Combatting Marine Debris in the ASEAN region.
ASEAN reconfirmed its position to push for the completion of the RCEP negotiations by the end of this year. The Vietnamese prime minister
stated that the last round of RCEP negotiations will be hosted by Vietnam in October, year ahead of the 3rd RCEP Summit in Bangkok this
November. [The Nation] One sticking point which needs to be addressed is India’s concern that significantly reducing tariffs for China, which it
does not have a free trade agreement with, would lead to Chinese goods flooding the Indian market and widen a trade deficit. [Economic
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Times] In light of India’s stance, the Malaysian Prime Minister said that he was willing to conclude the trade agreement without India “for the
time being”.[CNBC]
Particularly divisive issues, such as the Rohingya, the South China Sea or the Mekong have featured little in the public eye surrounding the
summit and have been largely dealt with in uncontroversial ways. Good progress was announced for instance on the code of conduct (CoC) for
the South China Sea, for which a first reading of the Single Draft CoC Negotiating Text is likely to be completed by end of this year and the
leaders "took note of some concern" on land reclamations in the area "which have eroded trust and confidence, increased tensions and may
undermine peace, security and stability in the region. [Leaders have] emphasised the importance of non-militarisation and self-restraint.“
Malaysia’s Foreign Minister called for justice to be brought to the perpetrators of the Rohingya crisis and he called on Myanmar to grant
citizenship to some 730,000 displaced Rohingyas during repatriation, something Myanmar’s government has long refused to do. [The Mainichi]
Faced with pressures to take a tougher stance, the ASEAN ministers discussed a report during the summit by the ASEAN Coordinating Centre
for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management that offers recommendations for repatriation. [TRT News] While avoiding the term
"Rohingya", the [final statement] from the summit said ASEAN leaders supported Myanmar's efforts to "facilitate the voluntary return of
displaced persons in a safe, secure and dignified manner".
Throughout the summit, ASEAN leaders have once again spoken very highly of ASEAN's collective bargaining power and their convictions that
ASEAN is the way how smaller states in the region can negotiate with and remain independent in that face of mighty external powers. The
ASEAN Outlook in particular reaffirms ASEAN "centrality, inclusiveness, complementarities, a rules-based order anchored upon international
law, and commitment to advancing economic engagement in the region". And while the summit is rightfully labelled a success, a lot remains
to be done to close the gap between ASEAN rhetoric and political reality. Opportunities are abundant.
25 June 2019

Southeast Asian governments accused of trading exiled activists
(jk) Human rights defenders in Southeast Asia are pointing towards a worrying trend in increased cooperation on the forced return or even
disappearance of (political) refugees and asylum-seekers in the region. Examples of late include Vietnamese or Cambodian activists
disappearing in Thailand and re-surfacing in prisons in their home countries, Thai activists disappearing in Laos or Vietnam, or Malaysia
arresting and sending home a Thai anti-monarchy campaigner after she registered as an asylum-seeker with the U.N. refugee agency. According
to Amnesty International, “a number of countries in the region are trading off political dissidents and individuals fleeing persecution as part of
an unholy alliance to shore up each other’s regime”. [Reuters]

440

United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization elects first Chinese head

25 June 2019

(dql) Chinese Vice Minister for Agriculture Qu Dongyu was elected on Sunday to head the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO). Defeating his contenders French Catherine Geslain-Lanéelle, the European Union’s candidate, and U.S.-backed Davit Kirvalidze from
Georgia, he is the first Chinese national to run this agency.
While China’s Foreign Ministry celebrates Qu’s election as “an endorsement of China's commitment to multilateralism and global
development”, analysts point out that with more influence in the FAO China now has an additional point of entry into countries besides its Belt
and Road initiative. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs China] [Euractiv][South China Morning Post]
Signaling the spat between China and the USA over the filling of this position, Devex, a Washington-based social enterprise and media platform
for the global development community, reports that it obtained a non-paper which was circulated by the U.S. in the lead up to the election
and which warned that “Chinese leaders at INTERPOL, the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), and the International Civil Aviation
Organization (ICAO) have demonstrated a bias towards Chinese foreign policy and a lack of transparency and accountability”. With specific
reference to Qu, the non-paper highlighted that he "has shown a blatant disregard for critical issues, such as those involving sexual harassment
and whistleblower protection." [Devex]
Besides the FAO, other global bodies headed by a Chinese national include the International Civil Aviation Organisation, UN Industrial
Development Organisation and the UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs.

Xi Jinping’s visit to North Korea: Demonstrating Chinese-North Korean strong relations

25 June 2019

(dql) During Xi Jinping’s visit to North Korea last week, the Chinese President and his host North Korean leader Kim Jong-un appeared keen to
demonstrate unity and solidarity between both countries to the international community. Both leaders re-asserted “the traditional friendship
between China and North Korea” while Xi added both countries’ “firm determination […] in achieving a political resolution to the Korean
peninsula problem and delivering long-lasting peace in the region”.
The visit was of primarily symbolic nature, reinforced by a wreath-laying ceremony conducted at a memorial to Chinese soldiers killed during
the Korean War. [South China Morning Post] [The Diplomat]

Japan-South Korea relations: PM Abe rejected Seoul’s compensation proposal for wartime victims
(dql/jyk) Relations between South Korea and Japan over the issue of compensation for South Korean victims of forced labor under Japan’s
colonial rule over the Korean Penisula remain frosty after Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe rejected a recent proposal of the South Korean
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government to compensate victims of Japan’s wartime forced labor through a settlement whose funding would be voluntarily provided by
companies from the two countries.
Abe’s rejection of the proposal is the latest in a string of failed diplomatic efforts over the past months to resolve the forced labor issue. At the
core of the deadlock lie differences in dealing with rulings of South Korea Supreme Court of last year in which the Court ordered the Japanese
companies Nippon Steel & Sumitomo Metal and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries to compensate South Korean forced labor victims. Japan is not
willing to accept these rulings arguing that the compensation issue has already been settled by the 1965 bilateral agreement, under which
Japan has provided the Korean government with an economic cooperation fund of 500 million USD. Tokyo is now pushing for an arbitration
process and has announced plans to take the dispute to the International Court of Justice should Seoul refuse to agree to the arbitration
process. [JoongAng Daily] [Nikkei Asian Review] [Mainichi]
Underscoring this deadlock, a meeting on the sidelines of the G20 Summit between President Moon Jae-in and Abe will not take place while
Moon will hold bilateral talks with Chinese, Russian, Indonesian and Canadian leaders. [Yonhap]

US mulls cap on H-1B visas for countries with data storage rules but denies effect on India

25 June 2019

(cl/ls) According to media reports, the US has told India that it is considering caps on H-1B work visas, which allows skilled foreign workers to
enter the US to work each year, for nations that force companies to store data locally. India, which has upset companies such as Mastercard
and irked the US government with stringent new rules on data storage, is the largest recipient of these temporary visas, most of them to
workers at big Indian technology firms. [CNN] [Times of India]
However, a senior State Department official said the US has no plans to place caps on H1B work visas for Indians, stating that “Indians have
contributed under the H1B programme to the US economy (and) the Secretary will be able to assure the Indian leadership that we have no
plans to place caps on H1B work visas… this review is not targeted at India.” [Straits Times]
The development comes as trade tensions between the US and India resulted in tit-for-tat tariff actions in recent weeks, where India imposed
higher tariffs on US goods on 16th June, days after Washington withdrew a key trade privilege for New Delhi. [The National]
US firms have lobbied hard against data localisation rules around the world, and since last year, the Trump administration has been upset by
that US companies suffer due to regulations in countries that it says are protectionist and increasingly require companies to store more data
locally. [Fortune]
25 June 2019

EU-Pakistan strategic dialogue
(ls) On the occasion of Pakistan’s foreign minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi’s visit to Brussels, Pakistan and the European Union will sign
cooperation agreements on various projects in the fields of trade, investment and energy. The EU and Pakistan have previously already
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conducted four session of a strategic dialogue and agreed a Strategic Engagement Plan (SEP). Qureshi also met with NATO general secretary
Jens Stoltenberg. [The News International] [EEAS]
25 June 2019

ASEAN links its Indo-Pacific strategy to India’s outreach
(cl) Rolling out its new Indo-Pacific strategy, ASEAN has reserved a special place for India’s Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical
and Economic Cooperation (Bimstec) grouping as one to connect with. ASEAN's Indo-Pacific policy has been a while in the making, and releasing
the ASEAN Outlook in Bangkok after the 34th ASEAN summit as reported above, Thailand's Prime Minister said that ASEAN would lead the
conduct of relations with external partners such as Bimstec in the region. [Times of India] [National Times]
This will be the first sign that India’s renewed interest in Bimstec, which comprises seven states from South Asia and two from Southeast Asia,
has found resonance in the region. India has put in more diplomatic energy into Bimstec in recent years to redefine its neighbourhood
eastwards, build on connectivity and open a channel for greater economic and strategic engagement. [The Diplomat]

25 June 2019

Singapore, Jordan look forward to deeper cooperation
(cl) Singapore’s President Halimah Yacob said that as small countries with limited resources, both Singapore and Jordan must remain nimble
to deal with external challenges. [Straits Times] During a state visit to Singapore, both countries committed to setting up a bilateral consultation
mechanism to enhance communication between their officials and signed an agreement to promote cooperation in water resource
management. [Channel News Asia]
Singapore’s Trade and Industry Minister further commented that as Singapore and Jordan are hubs in their regions, a deeper partnership
between the two countries will expand companies’ reach in ASEAN and the Middle East. He welcomed Jordanian partners to use Singapore as
a platform to reach out to Southeast Asia and the wider Asia region, and expressed hopes that Singapore can also work with Jordan to access
the wider Middle East and North Africa region. [Straits Times 2]
The Singapore-Jordan relationship goes back to when Singapore first became independent in 1965, and Jordan was one of the four countries
to sponsor Singapore’s membership application to the United Nations. Moreover, Jordan’s first free trade agreement in Asia was with
Singapore, which was noted by King Abdullah II as he affirmed the strong ties between both countries. [The New Paper]

China-USA trade dispute: One step forward, two steps back as meeting between Xi and Trump at G20 Summit nears
(dql) Days ahead of the G20 Summit, during which Xi Jinping and Donald Trump are expected to resume suspended trade negotiations, Chinese
and US trade officials spoke by telephone on Monday. According to a statement of China’s Commerce Ministry, opinions on trade were
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exchanged in accordance with the instructions of the two countries' heads of state. Both sides also agreed to maintain communications.
[Aljazeera] [Euractiv]
The statement comes days after Washington last Friday added four Chinese companies and one research institute involved in supercomputing
with military-related applications to the blacklist of companies considered by the U.S. government as threat to national security. The blacklist
effectively bans US firms from selling technology to the Chinese organizations without government approval. [New York Times]

Japan invests more in SE Asian infrastructure than China, Vietnam-Japan relations in focus

25 June 2019

(jk) Vietnam, who will take over as ASEAN chair next year and also serves as the coordinator of the ASEAN-Japan relations for 2018-2021, has
signed a MoU to develop cooperation in defence industries with Japan last month. [VietnamPlus] Last week, the Vietnamese People’s Navy
and the Japan Maritime Self Defense Force held a joint naval exercise, after a three-day port call, in order to further develop their "extensive
strategic partnership". [The Diplomat] In addition, and with regards to foreign investment, in particular infrastructure-investment, Japan
invests significantly in Vietnam. Not only does Japan outspend China in all of Southeast Asia on infrastructure (Japanese investment in SE Asia's
six largest economies is around $367 billion while China has put in $255 billion according to data provided in February 2019), it focuses on
Vietnam in particular with pending projects worth over US$200 billion, more than half of Japan’s total investment. [Bloomberg]
25 June 2019

Indian Navy sent to protect vessels in Gulf of Oman
(ls) The Indian Navy has deployed two warships in the Gulf of Oman to “reassure” Indian vessels in wake of two foreign oil tankers being
attacked in the critical shipping lane in recent days amidst escalating tensions between the US and Iran in the region. In addition, the Indian
Navy conducts aerial surveillance operations. [Times of India]

25 June 2019

EU lifts sanctions on Maldives
(ls) Citing improvements in the political situation since the holding of “peaceful and democratic” parliamentary elections on April 6, 2019, and
the inauguration of President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih, the EU has decided to end sanctions against the Maldives. The sanctions which
permitted targeted restrictive measures such as travel bans and asset freezes against persons and entities were invoked after the former
government's actions against the then-opposition as well as interferences in the functioning of the judiciary and parliament. [The Edition]
[European Council]

25 June 2019

Indonesia, Philippines to ratify maritime boundary deal
(jk) On the side-lines of the 34th ASEAN Summit in Bangkok, the Philippine and the Indonesian President have announced a successful end to
over 20 years of negotiations on a maritime boundary deal on overlapping exclusive economic zones. The agreement will be implemented
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later this year and is quoted to be a "valuable example of the peaceful and rules-based settlement of maritime borders in accordance with
1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)". [Rappler]

Philippine President Duterte stands by China despite pressure over sea collision

25 June 2019

(cl) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte is standing by China, despite pressure to review his friendly stance towards Beijing after a ramming
incident in the South China Sea. In his first public statement about the incident on Monday, Duterte said that Philippines would not escalate
tensions with China by sending military ships to the South China Sea following the collision. He has stuck to his pro-China stance despite calls
from the opposition, led by the Vice-President to change his “passive” China policy by asserting the nation’s rights in the disputed waters.
[South China Morning Post] The Vice President has also called on the government to demand the Chinese fishermen will be held responsible.
On a similar note, the Philippines’ Defence Secretary stated that the Chinese, in fleeing instead of rescuing the crew, were “cowardly” and
should apologise and offer compensation. Mr Duterte’s seeming rush to defend Beijing has angered many Filipinos on social media.
[Bloomberg]
Previously, the Chinese Foreign Ministry described the incident as an accidental collision, and denied that its vessel sank the Philippine boat
and abandoned its crew. Echoing this, Beijing’s embassy in Manila further advised that politicising this interpretation is not appropriate, given
the friendly relations between both countries. [Financial Times] While on Thursday, the Philippine Foreign Secretary rejected China’s proposal
to jointly investigate the boat collision, two days later, President Duterte accepted it, stating that in doing so, the Philippines was not
relinquishing its sovereign rights. [Reuters] In a statement on Sunday, senators have, however, objected to Mr Duterte’s decision, arguing that
it would only undermine the country’s control over its waters in the South China Sea and go against their Fisheries Code, which mandates the
government to safeguard the safety of their fishery and aquatic resources and prosecute local and foreign violators. [Rappler]
25 June 2019

Hope for MH17 victims’ families after suspects named, charges filed
(cl) Almost 5 years after the tragedy surrounding Malaysian Airlines Flight MH17, four suspects have been named on Wednesday. International
investigators have levelled murder charges against three Russians and a Ukrainian national whom they said were responsible for shooting
down the aircraft over Russia-controlled Ukraine, killing all onboard. [The Guardian] While Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir was critical of
the charges, labelling the move a political plot against Russia, Malaysia’s representative on the investigation team said his government
supported the probe and its latest conclusions. [Reuters]
Each suspect faces two charges – first, crashing Flight MH17 and second, murdering the occupants onboard the flight. However, while there
were expectations that Russian military officers would be charged, based on a statement by a Ukrainian minister and reports in Dutch media,
all four suspects turned out to be senior figures in the Donetsk People’s Republic in eastern Ukraine. Investigators have also admitted that it
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was unlikely that suspects would appear in the dock in the Netherlands as the Russian and Ukrainian Constitutions forbid extradition of their
nationals to any other country. [CNN]
In response to these murder charges, the US, Britain and Australia have called upon Russia to ensure that any indicted individuals currently in
Russia face justice. However, Russia has slammed the “absolutely unfounded accusations” over the downing of the plane, which it said were
aimed at discrediting Russia in the eyes of the international community. [BBC News]
02 July 2019

Japan slaps sanctions on its tech exports to South Korea
(jyk) Underscoring currently frosty relations between Japan and South Korea over the drawn-out issue of compensation of South Korean victims
of forced labor during Japan’s colonial rule of Korean peninsula [AiR 4/6/2019], the Japanese government announced its plan to restrict
Japanese exports of semiconductor manufacturing materials used in smartphone displays and chips to South Korea.
The move includes tighter export controls as well as removing South Korea from a "white list" of countries that face minimum restrictions on
transfers of technology with national security implications. Removal from the "white list" implies all South Korea-bound exports of advanced
technologies and electronic parts that have the potential for military use will require Japanese government’s pre-approval. This new screening
process is likely to slow down exports and hurt the South Korean electronics makers that rely on the materials, most of which are only available
from the Japanese suppliers. [Nikkei Asian Review]
In a stern response, the South Korean government announced to take necessary reactions, including filing a complaint with the World Trade
Organization. [Korea Herald]

02 July 2019

Pompeo's India visit and US India relations
(jk) According US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, the recent trade tensions between the US and India (e.g. India's imposition of retaliatory
tariffs on some US items earlier this month, after the US ended trade concessions for India) won't impact ties and their partnership is already
beginning to reach new heights. In the same vein, Assistant Secretary of Defense recently highlighted plenty of “convergence" on a lot of the
strategic issues between the US and India. [Youtube: Asia Policy Assembly 2019, from 2:23:00] Conversely, some observers class the recent
trade spat as a "low intensity trade war". [Newsweek]
Pompeo was on a three day visit to India last week, as part of a longer tour to the countries of the Indo-Pacific region. Obvious sticking points
still evolve around the US$5-billion defence deal for S-400 air defence systems between India and Russia, but the Foreign Secretary and his
counterpart have stated that these issues could be resolved among friends. India's Foreign Minister said during a press conference that India
would be guided "by its own interests" when it comes to purchasing defence systems from Russia. [NDTV] Moreover, rumours are emerging
that India considers making its payments for Russian arms in euros to a Russia-nominated bank, allegedly being able to bypass US sanctions.
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[Economic Times] At the same time, India is negotiating significant defence deals with the US -worth around US$10-billion- including the
purchase of naval aircraft, air defence missiles and helicopters. [Times of India]
Overall, despite clear "strategic convergence" on a number of issue, the rhetoric of "new heights" or even more inflated terms are unlikely to
hold up to reality. India will do exactly as it says and firstly look at its own national interest. It will continue to give a bit and take a bit, as it has
done with reducing Iranian oil imports on the one hand, but most likely going ahead with its Russian arms purchases on the other. For a good,
more detailed overview of the ups and downs of US-India relations of late, see [Brookings].
02 July 2019

EU and Maldives to enhance cooperation, Maldivian FM visiting Russia
(jk) The Maldives and the EU have agreed to hold annual meetings at senior officials’ level to enhance cooperation. The EU recently lifted the
framework for restrictive measures against Maldives which it had adopted for targeted sanctions against the Maldives in response to a
deterioration of internal politics during the first half of 2018. The recent decision to enhance cooperation reflects both the growing importance
of the Maldives in a greater geopolitical pictures, as well as recognising the incumbent administration's "commitment to consolidating
democracy, ensuring good governance and strengthening the rule of law." [The Edition; Business Recorder]
In addition to the relations to the EU, the Maldivian Foreign Minister has also become the first Foreign Minister of the Republic of Maldives to
visit Russia in his official capacity. [Modern Diplomacy]

02 July 2019

EU-Vietnam free trade agreement finally signed
(ls) Vietnam and the European Union have signed a free trade agreement on Sunday. It will eliminate almost all tariffs for goods traded between
Vietnam and the EU’s 28 member countries. The deal, which had been negotiated since 2012, is the EU’s second free-trade agreement in the
Southeast Asian region, after one with Singapore. [South China Morning Post]

China-USA relations: Xi and Trump agree to resume trade talks at G20 Summit
(dql) On the sidelines of the G20 Summit in Osaka last week, Chinese and U.S. presidents Xi Jinping and Donald Trump reached an agreement
to resume trade talks between the world’s two largest economies which broke down in May. Furthermore, Trump announced to refrain for
the time being from adding tariffs on 300 billion USD worth of Chinese import – while not lifting current tariffs – as well as to allow US
companies to continue to sell to Chinese tech giant Huawei, effectively reversing a ban the U.S. Commerce Department imposed in May.
[CNBC] [AiR 3/5/2019]
In the aftermath of this agreement, China published shortened nationwide negative list for foreign investment on Sunday, reducing the items
off limits to foreign investment from 48 down to 40, and removed and relaxed ownership restrictions in seven major sectors including shipping
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agencies, gas and heat pipelines in cities with more than 500,000 people, cinemas, value-added telecoms, and oil and gas exploration and
development. The list will come into force on July 30. [Asia Times]
In a latest related development, Chinese Premier announced that China will bring forward plans to scrap foreign ownership limits on financial
companies by 2020. [Bloomberg]
The moves signal China’s efforts to open up its domestic market, a major issue in the trade negotiations between China and USA.
02 July 2019

China: Missile test series in the South China Sea
(dql) Citing unnamed US officials, CNBC reports that China has been conducting a series of anti-ship ballistic missile tests the South China Sea
since last Wednesday. [CNBC]
The tests follow last week’s passage of China’s aircraft Liaoning through the Taiwan Strait. [South China Morning Post]

Taiwan-USA relations: President Tsai transits on US soil and enhanced security cooperation

02 July 2019

(dql) Taiwan's government has announced that President Tsai Ing-wen will stay for four nights in the USA during her visit to Caribbean allies.
In response, China has lodged a protest against Tsai’s transit plans as violation of the “One-China Principle” and urged the US government not
to authorize these transits. [Nikkei Asian Review] [Taiwan News]
The US State Department defended Tsai’s transits as in line with the “One-China Principle” arguing that “[s]uch transits are undertaken out of
consideration for the safety, comfort, convenience and dignity of the passenger.” [Focus Taiwan]
In an earlier move, the US Senate last week adopted provisions for enhancing defense and security cooperation between Washington and
Taipei, particularly on arms sales. The provisions are part of the National Defense Authorization Act for next fiscal year, approved by the Senate
last week and authorizing 750 billion USD in spending for defense programs at the Pentagon and other agencies. [The Hill]

North Korea-USA relations: Trump and Kim agree to resume denuclearization talk at meeting at the DMZ
(jyk) U.S. President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un agreed to resume the previously deadlocked denuclearization talks at
a meeting at the inner-Korean Demilitarized Zone on Trump’s return from the G20 Summit. “We’ve agreed that we’re each going to designate
a team. The teams will try to work out some details”, said Trump — referring to the U.S. negotiators that will be led by Special Representative
for North Korea Stephen Biegun. He also said the U.S. and North will start working on a comprehensive deal for the next two to three weeks,
which won’t be a rushed agreement as he was “not looking for speed” but “looking to get it right”. [JoongAng Daily]
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Japan-Russia relations: Abe and Putin look for momentum on peace treaty at G-20

02 July 2019

(jyk) During a sideline talk in G20 Summit, Prime Minister Abe and Russian President Putin agreed to speed up the negotiations for a peace
treaty based on the Soviet-Japanese declaration of 1956, in hope of resolving sovereignty issues of the Northern Territories — the four islands
in the northern Hakkaido occupied by Russia during World War II. In a bid to drive up the momentum, the two agreed on a set of initiatives
including expanding cooperation in the energy and medical sectors, and engaging in joint activities in the Northern Territories — such
as tourism, waste disposal and vegetable farming.
However, the outlook for a peace treaty remain bleak as Russia shows no sign of making concession on any of the island and continues its
military drills and opening-up of factories in the disputed islands. [Nikkei] [Japan Times]
02 July 2019

Terrorism: Attack at Philippine military base; arrests in Indonesia
(cl/ls) According to the Philippines Army, the bomb that killed eight people at a military base in southern Philippines on Friday was likely a
suicide bombing. [Arab News] The prime suspect is Abu Sayyaf, a militant group that President Duterte had vowed to crush after decades of
banditry, kidnapping and countless attacks on civilian and military targets. Radical factions of Abu Sayyaf have pledged allegiance to the Islamic
State in Iraq and Syria, who through its news agency, claimed responsibility for the attack, saying its fighters had infiltrated the base. [Rappler]
If these suspicions are confirmed, this would be the Philippines’ third suicide bombing in a year, which all occurred in Abu Sayyaf’s stronghold
and includes a twin bombing of a church in January. In response, the director has stepped up security and policing efforts in Metro Manila,
placing the entire region under a “full alert status” despite detecting no threats within the national capital. [Philippine Star]
In Indonesia, a man believed to be the top leader of the Southeast Asia terror group Jemaah Islamiah (JI) was arrested in a West Java province
after a 16-year long hunt. [Straits Times] The JI network is affiliated with Al-Qaeda. The network was behind Indonesia’s most deadly attack in
Bali in 2002 and the 2009 attacks on the JW Marriot and Ritz-Carlton hotels in Jakarta. [The Diplomat]
Although the group was initially believed to have been decimated in Indonesia following a series of operations by security agencies, counterterrorism experts had warned that young militants were being recruited and hat the JI network in the country may have expanded to become
a 200-strong force.
Moreover, Indonesian police have arrested a member of the Muslim Cyber Army, a self-proclaimed cyber-jihadist network, for spreading fake
news and hate speech via social media. [South China Morning Post]
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Indian naval ship in Egypt for Overseas Deployment Programme
(jk) An Indian Naval vessel arrived at Alexandria in Egypt late last week for a three-day visit as a part of the Western Fleet Overseas Deployment
programme. According to the Indian Navy the visit "demonstrates India's commitment to its ties with Egypt and of Indian Navy's increasing
footprint and operational reach." [NDTV]

Duterte backtracks on statement that China can fish in Philippines’ exclusive waters

02 July 2019

(cl) On Friday, Philippines’ President Duterte walked back statements that China could fish in Philippine waters after he was accused of waiving
his country’s rights to its territories, which his critics say exposes him to impeachment. His remarks came as debates raged over the sinking
early this month of a small Philippine fishing boat by a steel-hulled Chinese trawler. [Straits Times] The Philippines President has also
threatened opponents with prison if they try to impeach him. [Reuters]
Previously on Wednesday, Duterte said that China could fish in parts of the South China Sea where the Philippines holds exclusive rights,
claiming that he was giving China this “privilege” out of friendship, and for the funding and trade relations it extended to his government.
[Bloomberg]
Despite Duterte’s reassurance that he would not yield his country’s sovereignty, government officials warned that allowing China to fish in
Philippines’ exclusive economic zone violates the Constitution. In particular, a top court judge said that Duterte does not have the authority to
waive economic rights to areas that can be utilised only by Filipinos under the Constitution. [Inquirer.Net]
Previously, Senators had objected to Duterte’s decision to agree to China’s suggestion for a joint inquiry into the June 9 ramming incident. A
presidential spokesperson said Duterte agreed to China’s proposal for a joint inquiry only with the help of a “neutral country”. [Straits Times]

China-USA relations: Washington seeks extradition of Chinese Swiss resident accused of economic espionage
(dql) The United States wants Switzerland to extradite a Chinese researcher accused of helping his scientist sister steal secrets worth 550
million USD from British multinational pharmaceutical company GlaxoSmithKline (GSK). The accused worked at Basel-based Friedrich Miescher
Institute for Biomedical Research until 2014. His sister, a Chinese-American scientist, last year pleaded guilty at the U.S. District Court in
Pennsylvania to stealing secrets from GSK. [Reuters]
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Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan bars retired top officials from ‘political events’ backed by Beijing

09 July 2019

(dql) Last week, Taiwan’s parliament approved an amendment to the Act Governing Relations between the People of the Taiwan and the
Mainland Area which bans retired high ranking officials – those above the deputy minister or major-general level – for life from attending
political events organized by Beijing either on or outside the mainland.
The amendment is the latest in a string of legislative efforts [AiR 4/6/2019] [AiR 1/6/2019] countering Beijing’s influence to protect Taiwan’s
security. Critics slam it as a violation of the freedom of movement of the affected. [Focus Taiwan]
Meanwhile, the US State Department has approved a potential arms sales to Taiwan, with an estimated worth of 2.2 billion USD. The deal
includes 108 Abrams tanks, 250 Stinger missiles and related equipment. [Axios]
For policy recommendations on strengthening Taiwan's political warfare against China, see Kerry Gershaneck in [Global Taiwan] arguing that
"Taiwan must invest in counter-political warfare education now to safeguard its freedom and sovereignty, along with the freedom and
sovereignty of like-minded Southeast Asian nations."

India-China relations: Do increased cyber-attacks point to future battlegrounds?

09 July 2019

(ls) In India concern is growing that China’s cyber capacities could undermine New Delhi’s conventional military capabilities in a case of a
military conflict. According to a 2018 governmental report, 35 percent of cyber-attacks against India were attributed to China. The Chinese
government has repeatedly denied responsibility for the actions. The difficulties in attribution and the fact that many attacks remain below
the threshold of a use of force in legal terms generally raise the question how to treat such cyber operations under international law. [The
Diplomat]

Japan-South Korea relations: Japan reviews removing South Korea from “white list”
(jyk) The Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry reviews whether to remove Korea from its white list of countries that enjoy
minimum regulations in export procedures. The move is widely seen as a retaliatory move Tokyo’s against Seoul which it accuses of inaction
against South Korea’s Supreme Court rulings of last year ordering Japanese companies to pay compensation to South Korean victims of forced
labor during Japan’s colonial rule of the Korean peninsula.
Seoul announced to file a complaint to the WTO, while the Foreign Ministry convened a government-civilian strategy meeting with economists
and business leaders to discuss possible countermeasures. Meanwhile, leaders of Korean conglomerates, such as Samsung and SK, were flying
for a meeting with Japanese industry officials to discuss the impending export curbs. [JoongAng Daily 1] [JoongAng Daily 2] [Korea Times]
[Nikkei]
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Bhutan: The challenges of being sandwiched between India and China
(ls) As the Indian-Chinese power rivalry continues to leave its traces in the Indian subcontinent, Bhutan has difficulties to develop a more
autonomous position in bilateral relations with the neighboring giants. Though, since 2007, a new treaty between India and Bhutan, which
superseded an earlier one of 1949, eradicated the formal advisory role of India in Bhutan’s foreign relations and recognized Bhutan as an
essential ally, India continues to effectively control the Himalayan country’s bilateral relations. This was particularly visible in 2017’s Doklam
standoff, where Bhutan was prevented to actively engage in the solution of the conflict. At the same time, Bhutan relies heavily on Indian
investment in and purchase of hydropower, which renders Bhutan’s position vulnerable. At the same time, as tourism is the second greatest
economic contributor to Bhutan’s GDP, China commands a significant economic leverage as well. [Modern Diplomacy]

09 July 2019

Indonesia is beefing up BRI participation
(hg) Indonesia has asked China to set up a special fund within its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) with China offering projects worth $91 billion
on a business-to-business basis to avoid exposing the government of default. President Joko Widodo himself made the request to Xi Jinping
on the sideline of the G20 summit after the initiative has been discussed during the second Belt and Road Forum in April. Currently, the most
notable BRI venture in Indonesia is a $6 billion high-speed rail project connecting Jakarta and Bandung, awarded to a consortium of Chinese
and Indonesian state firms in 2015, followed by a $1.5 billion hydro-power plant, funded by Chinese banks and being built by the Chinese state
firm Sinohydro on Sumatra, affecting the rainforest habitat of the endangered Tapanuli orang utans. [Reuters]

Singapore and Maldives sign agreements to boost air connectivity, strengthen bilateral cooperation
(cl/jk) In addition to recent moves of the EU and Russia, Singapore also shows increased interest in the Maldives. Now, Singapore and the
Maledives have signed two agreements to expand air connectivity and further strengthen bilateral cooperation. [Straits Times] Singapore’s
President expressed Singapore’s appreciation for the Maldives’ support and cooperation at the United Nations and other multilateral
platforms, along with the Maldives’ leadership as chair of the Alliance of Small Island States from 2015 to 2018. She also announced to offer a
two-year technical cooperation package in governance and sustainable development for the Maldives. [Maldives Insider]
To date, over 1,300 Maldivian officials have participated in the Singapore Cooperation Programme, which provides courses and training for
officials from other nations. Singapore has also hosted customised study visits for the Maldives in areas including finance and port
management.
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Trans-Asean railway link under way
(hg) The 'Trans-Asean' train linking China, Laos, Thailand and Singapore is developing driven by Thailand’s plan to make the country a logistics
hub of ASEAN with a rail network covering 3,193 kilometers at a cost of about $91.4 billion. For more information see [Today Online]
Fort he Laos-Thailand part see [Xinhua 1], for the China-Laos part see [Xinhua 2], , and for other current BRI infrastructure projects in Laos see
[Xinhua 3].

Myanmar-Japan relations: economic zone re-imagined as export hub to India

09 July 2019

(hg) Japan, in competition with China, works on an economic zone in southern Myanmar to create an export base to markets as India. This
Dawei special economic zone shall be developed jointly by Japan, Myanmar and Thailand based on logistics and port facilities to be ready by
2030. [Nikkei Asian Review]

Chinese trawler could have avoided sinking Philippine boat; experts speak out on damage to Philippine ecosystem
(cl/jk) A report sent to President Rodrigo Duterte by the Philippine Coast Guard and the Maritime Industry Authority revealed that the crew of
a Chinese trawler that sank a Philippine fishing boat last month could have avoided a collision but failed to do so, then fled instead of helping
the sailors out of the water. The state-appointed probe team concluded that “by manoeuvring back and stopping approximately 50km away
from the [fishing boat], with her fishing lights open, the other vessel can be considered to have direct knowledge of the distress situation”,
however, by leaving instead of rendering help, the crew of the Chinese trawler violated maritime laws. [Global Nation Inquirer]
The report did not say if the sinking was intentional, and declined to hold the Chinese liable. It recommended that Chinese officials conduct
their own investigation. [Straits Times] Philippines’ Foreign Affairs Secretary stated that he was neither in favour of a joint probe nor a joint
conclusion needing Chinese officials coming over to investigate something done to the Philippines in its territory. Previously, Mr Duterte had
been criticised for toeing China’s line in playing down the incident when he stated that he would wait for the results of a joint probe by China
before taking action. [Aljazeera]
In addition to this report on the recent ramming incident, Filipino maritime experts found that China’s massive fishing fleet, illegal fishing and
land reclamation activities in the South China Sea are causing at least USD1.7b worth of damage each year to the Philippines’ reef ecosystem.
They cited satellite images showing at least 1,850 ha of damaged reefs around Thitu island and elsewhere in the Spratly archipelago in the
southern half of the South China Sea. [Global Nation Inquirer] According to a maritime law expert, while the Chinese are not the only poachers
in Philippine waters, China's mass harvesting of giant clams and corals and a massive island-building programme in the Spratlys caused the
most harm. [Straits Times] There are furthermore concerns that intense giant clam harvesting around the Scarborough Shoal could be a
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precursor for further island building activities as has been the case in the Spratlys where the harvesting took place increasingly before concrete
was poured for island building.
China has dredged huge amounts of sand and coral reefs to carve out seven artificial islands in the Spratlys, on which it built runways and
radar and deployed missiles, artillery and other weapons systems. [Reuters] The government’s policy over fishing in Philippine waters has
become ambiguous as Philippine President’s spokesman stated in a news briefing on 3rd July that Mr Duterte and China’s leader Xi Jinping had
a “verbal agreement” to allow China’s fishing fleet to venture into Philippine waters, which Philippines’ Foreign Affairs Secretary said he was
unaware of. [Philippines Star]

Kashmir: Allegations of abuse and torture by Indian security forces as violence increases

09 July 2019

(ls) After tensions with the Indian authorities in Kashmir have sharply increased, Kashmiris are calling for an international investigation into
accounts of abuse and torture by the security forces. A report by a local NGO found that security personnel got away with their actions because
of laws that give them broad impunity. India denies the intensifying accusations of abuses in Kashmir. However, also the United Nations raised
grave human rights concerns in Kashmir, referring to cases of torture, among other issues, while detainees were in the custody of Indian
security forces. [New York Times]
Meanwhile, at least five Pakistani soldiers have been killed after an explosion near the de facto border with India in Kashmir. Pakistan referred
to the incident as “state-sponsored terrorism”. Since a suicide attack on Indian security forces and a following military tit-for-tat, firing across
the “Line of Control” has increased, with civilian and security casualties on either side. [Al Jazeera]
09 July 2019

Japan urges Iran to abide by the nuclear agreement
(jyk) Japan urged Iran in a statement to abide by the nuclear agreement and refrain from activities of undue uranium enrichment, after Tehran
revealed it had exceeded the 3.67% cap of its low-enrichment of uranium as agreed on in the 2015 nuclear deal. Analysts observed Iran’s
provoking statement was a distress call for economic relief amid the crippling sanctions imposed by the US. [Mainichi]
Prime Minister Abe visited Tehran and met with the Iranian leaders last month and tried to broker a denuclearization deal with US as a mediator
without avail. [AiR 3/6/2019]

09 July 2019

Japan-USA relations: Trump calls for change of security treaty
(dql) Causing irritation with the Japanese government, US President Trump called for changes to the US-Japanese security treaty of 1951/1960
at the G20 Summit in Osaka. While he confirmed not to think about a withdrawal from the treaty, he described as "unfair agreement" as "if
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somebody attacks Japan, we go after them and we are in a battle" while "[i]f somebody should attack the United States, they don’t have to do
that." [Factcheck]
Analysts point out that Trump's call for the treaty revision could complicate Abe’s push to revise Japan’s pacifist constitution as it could
encourage Japanese hawks to assert their call for a more robust Japanese military in the face of China's rise. [Reuters]
Ahead of the Upper House election Trumps remarks might also damage the Abe administration as the Prime Minister has been boasting that
the military alliance between Tokyo and Washington has never been stronger. [Japan Times]

India-China relations: Do increased cyber-attacks point to future battlegrounds?

09 July 2019

(ls) In India concern is growing that China’s cyber capacities could undermine New Delhi’s conventional military capabilities in a case of a
military conflict. According to a 2018 governmental report, 35 percent of cyber-attacks against India were attributed to China. The Chinese
government has repeatedly denied responsibility for the actions. The difficulties in attribution and the fact that many attacks remain below
the threshold of a use of force in legal terms generally raise the question how to treat such cyber operations under international law. [The
Diplomat]
09 July 2019

New Interpol counter-terrorism unit for Asia-Pacific region
(cl) An officer from the Singapore Police Force will lead Interpol’s new Regional Counter-Terrorism Node, (RCTN) to work with police units in
the Asia-Pacific region encouraging the transfer of intelligence. Interpol’s executive director of police services stated that Singapore was chosen
as the site of the Asia-Pacific RCTN because it is an important security hub in the region, adding that the agency and the government have
invested “substantial capital” to set up the Interpol’s Global Complex for Innovation. [Channel News Asia]
The Asia-Pacific team will start with an initial six officers skilled in various aspects of fighting terrorism, and will have access to the 18 Interpol
databases that provide, for example, information on foreign terrorist fighters and social media platforms that terrorists use. Singapore’s
Minister for Manpower and Second Minister for Home Affairs noted that as crime and terrorism are increasingly borderless and inventive, law
enforcement agencies in different countries must work together more by sharing information more quickly and pooling resources to coordinate
transnational responses. [Straits Times] Interpol has established similar counter-terrorism nodes in East Africa and West Africa.

16 July 2019

Outlooks for the global order in the aftermath of the G-20 summit
(hg) The aftermath of the G-20 summit gives a good opportunity to have a look on current developments and discussions pertaining the future
pattern of a shifting world order.

455

Striking is the variety of possible scenarios amid an overall situation shaped by great power competition and a continuing waning of the
established liberal international order. Noteworthy are especially contemplations of more counter-intuitive pattern of cooperation and
alignment surrounding the currently apparent Sino-US divide.
Under the impression of apparently friendly encounters between US President Trump and his Russian and Chinese counterparts, Putin and Xi,
Michael Ivanovich suggests on CNBC that Washington has begun a process with Russia and China “that could create a new world order”.
According to him, Trump, being on reelection campaign, is seeking positive news and avoiding conflicts – for now. Yet, the author underlines
how high the stakes actually are. To “pick a fight with Russia and China” would create an existential threat to humanity which would be firmly
rejected by the American public according to him. Instead, the commentator sees that “Trump may have started a process of enduring world
peace” based on the alternative to either cooperate in a global triumvirate or to perish with the rest of world altogether. The idea is a new
American world order built around the “three key players whose economic and civilizational interests call for peaceful co-existence”. Thus,
what begins as a rather opportunistic reelection strategy of the US President is envisioned to eventually emerge as a geopolitical move with
“an enormous potential for creating a new world order based on the foundations enshrined in America’s inspired and written United Nations
charter.” [CNBC]
While the existential threat of a major war will certainly weigh heavy in the planning centers of the great powers, the G-20 encounters between
the US, China and Russia seem to be largely overestimated though.
The South China Morning Post highlights another, entirely different scenario with the Asian ‘big three’ – Putin, Modi and Xi – joining hands in
the so called RIC grouping (Russia, India, China). [South China Morning Post 1] Here, the author focuses rather on the trilateral meeting between
the leaders ahead of the Trump-Xi meeting. Before, Xi called on his Asian peers to take “global responsibility to safeguard the fundamental
interests of these [three] countries and the world” vis-à-vis US protectionism and unilateralism. This vision of a Sino-Russian-Indo hegemony
was underpinned by Xi’s call on the other BRICS states to stand against “illegal and unilateral sanctions”. [South China Morning Post 1]
The RIC concept behind this view, which seems to be more founded than a future US, China, Russia triumvirate, goes back to the late 1990s
when former Russian Prime Minister Yevgeny Primakov suggested the RIC strategic grouping as “a counterbalance to the Western
alliance.” From the Russian perspective the vision was to “end [Russia’s] subservient foreign policy guided by the U.S.,” and “renewing old ties
with India and fostering the newly discovered friendship with China.” [The Diplomat 1]
The greatest variable in the RIC calculus as a basis for a newly emerging world order is, obviously, India. Looking back at good and strategically
still important bilateral relations with Russia from which it receives much of its arms, India also joins the ‘Quad’, the partnership between the
US, Japan, Australia to counter a China, which is and will remain Delhi’s strategic competitor in India’s South Asian backyard with competing
interests in Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and Mauritius while India’s arch enemy Pakistan has become one of Beijing’s core
allies. [For the defense dimension of the Sino-Indian competition in Sri Lanka see The Diplomat 2] Nevertheless, the Trump administration has
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hardly left anything out to temper the momentum in the more recently warming relationships between India and the US with the Russian S400 and Iranian oil as the biggest bones of contention among others.
What the G-20 summit has reflected indeed is the crucial position India might take on the global stage if it fosters closer relations with either
the Quad or the RIC grouping as a sort of swing state in the quest for global hegemony and order as a recent article in the [South China Morning
Post 2] exemplifies. After all, India and China do not only compete but also border at each other in the vibrant larger space of Eurasia where
they share partners such as Iran whose present fate is likely to resemble everything what those harboring anti-American affects in India could
claim.
There are, however, a number of contentious issues between Beijing and Delhi, even beyond the geopolitical dimension. While Beijing has just
warned Delhi to not interfere in the choice of the next Dalai Lama [Economic Times], the Indian army chief had to deny rumors that PLA soldiers
intruded Indian territory as Chinese citizens protested at Ladakh's Line of Actual Control (LAC) between China and India after some Tibetans
hoisted Tibetan flags on the Dalai Lama's birthday. [India Today]
Compared to India-China relations, Sino-Russian relations are much closer and growing almost by day. In this context, Saud Bin Ahsen points
out in the [Daily Times] why the Russian-Sino partnership will be durable referring to a common understanding on the question of governance,
both countries strive for a central role in global affairs as the flip-side of a strong anti-hegemonism concerning the West to which they
underscore their historical differences while policymakers and analysts in both countries increasingly claim that the West has never changed
its imperialist Cold War mindset. Both countries, according to this view, have experienced the global financial crisis of 2008 as a historic turning
point and reflection of the West’s inner weakness. Both governments see each other, moreover, bound together due to the perception of
shared threats from the West, reinforced by positive experiences in both younger history, where they found each other on the same side in
international conflicts, while foreign policy differences have been kept in line and away from public discussion. Moreover, both countries’
economies are largely complementary while both are gaining from a large Eurasian economic sphere. [Daily Times] For a similar view, that,
however, hints also at some limits in bilateral relations between Russia and China see the [National Interest].
The current tensions between NATO member Turkey and the US over Turkey’s purchase of the Russian S-400 that just materialized in the
missile defense system’s delivery highlights the volatility of the present alignment pattern in the US led alliance. The move might even lead to
an exit of NATO’s second biggest army to join a Russian, Chinese, Iranian axis as a worst case scenario for the West which would make a US
rapprochement with Russia and China even less likely. [Wall Street Journal] [Breaking Defense]
This current notion of volatility in Western alliance structures is also reflected in relations between the US and one of its most important if not
the most important ally, Japan. While it seems at least possible that a post-Abe Japan could leave the alliance with the US in favor of a
rapprochement with China, Grant Newsham has recently analyzed the possibility of an ending of the U.S.-Japan defense treaty on initiative of
President Trump himself who threatened the Abe government to do so. [Japan Forward]
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Another, more radical possibility concerning the future alignment pattern in a newly emerging global order would be a US-Russian
rapprochement putting Russia against China and leaving at least parts of Europe finally to the Russian sphere of influence. In march this year,
President Trump has indeed announced that a strong U.S.-Russia alliance would result in a better world given a "tremendous potential for a
good/great relationship with Russia," as Trump tweeted one day after he had what he described as a very positive phone conversation with
Russian President Vladimir Putin adding: "The World can be a better and safer place. Nice!"
A bit more than a year ago, Harry J. Kazianis from the Center for the National Interest saw the “very real possibility that the stars could align
for Russia and America to take on China in the future” adding “stranger parings have occurred in the past.” [The American conservative] And
indeed, this is exactly what no other than Henry Kissinger had also recommended President Trump to do: to work with Russia to contain a
rising China. [The Daily Beast]
What seems clear, to sum up, is that the pattern that will eventually emerge will not be based on cordial relationships only, nor will they
exclude antagonistic notions. The pattern of a new global alliance order will be based on more shared than dividing interests and might be
facilitated by personal preferences of key actors and, to a certain degree, be eased by shared visions and values. The countries calling the shots
are the US and China, which will align themselves with other powers to create a sufficient world correlation of forces to dominate the rest if it
is not possible to replace strategic multilateralism with a truly normative multilateral order. This however, seems more utopian today than
ever after the end of the Cold War.
16 July 2019

China: International community divided over Beijing’s Xinjiang policy
(dql) Countries across the globe are divided over their assessment of China’s Xinjiang policy. While a group of 22 countries issued a joint letter
to United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights expressing concerns about “arbitrary detention in large-scale places of detention, as
well as widespread surveillance and restrictions, particularly targeting Uighurs and other minorities in Xinjiang” [Human Rights Watch], 37
others states acknowledge China's human rights achievements “by adhering to the people-centered development philosophy and protecting
and promoting human rights through development” as well as its counter-terrorism efforts where “China has undertaken a series of counterterrorism and deradicalization measures in Xinjiang, including setting up vocational education and training centers.” [Reuters] [Global Times]
For an overview of “condemning” and “defending” countries see [CNN].

16 July 2019

Russia and China are expanding influence in Central Asia
(hg) As the U.S. struggles to exit the Afghan war - the longest war fought by the US in its entire history - Russia and China are vying for influence
in Central Asia, a region that is rising with the ongoing Eurasiazation of the world, the twin processes of a growing together of Eurasia and the
shift of the global center of gravity in its direction. Russia and China are now the powers dominating international efforts to support the Central
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Asian state’s fights against Islamic militants and the provision of diplomatic avenues for peace talks, tasks with which the US has failed miserably
in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. [Wall Street Journal]
In the recent Afghan peace talks between Russia, china, the US, Pakistan and the Afghan Taliban, India was notably absent. Although India
invested heavily in Afghanistan and remains the most popular foreign actor in the country, Delhi was absent and could not made its concerns
heard in the peace talks. [Times of India]
Russia, on the contrary, has gained significant diplomatic heft through its role in both the Syrian as well as the Afghan peace process. China,
which is running a lower profile, also gains through its new role which reinforces one of the central rationales of its Belt and Road Initiative
which aims at gaining support of Muslim population countries for Beijing’s efforts in maintaining control of its own domestic Uighur MuslimTurk population.
In total, while the US is a leaving power, Russia and China are gaining influence in correlation with Central Asian continuously gaining
geopolitical weight itself. Notably is especially both countries’ increasing diplomatic posture vis-à-vis the West.

16 July 2019

Sino-Russian Higher Education cooperation
(hg) China is building closer ties with Russia amid Western fears of Chinese infiltration through academic channels, tech theft and exposure to
Chinese ‘United Front’ activities [see generally for the 2015 reinvigorated united front system, War On the Rocks].
Distrust of Chinese academics has resulted in the US in the FBI urging to monitor Chinese students and academics [NPR], reports of Chinese
students and academics having difficulties in obtaining US visa or having experienced unannounced FBI visits without being accused of any
crime [South China Morning Post]. As a correlation, applications from Chinese students to study at UK universities have gone up 30% since last
year but Sino-Russian cooperation is also significantly expanding. [The Guardian]
The number of co-authored publications involving Chinese and Russian academics has for instance increased by 95.5 percent between 2013
and 2017. [Inside Higher Ed]
Against the background of a stunning rise of Chinese academic capabilities the coming years could well see the formation of a Eurasian region
of significantly expanded higher education cooperation built around the emerging Sino-Russian academic axis.

16 July 2019

China and Russia supporting Cuba to upgrades railway infrastructure
(hg) Cuba's railway system which has suffered from a lack of maintenance and new equipment due to both an inefficient state-run economy
and a crippling US trade embargo is about to be upgraded with the help of the US’ major geostrategic adversaries Russia and China, setting
459

another sign of a reverse trend of global influence expansion. After Cuba has received 80 Chinese-made rail cars this spring, Havana has now
signed a US $1 billion deal with Russia to modernize its railways. [Business Times]
16 July 2019

China-Canada relations: Canadian citizen arrested in China
(dql) Further straining relations between China and Canada, Chinese authorities have detained a Canadian student for alleged drug offences,
as confirmed on Monday
The two countries' relations have been steadily worsening since the arrest of two Canadians in December who were later charged with
espionage. Their arrests has been widely seen as a retaliatory move of Beijing for the arrest by Canada that same month of a senior executive
at Chinese telecommunications giant Huawei that the United States has declared a security threat. Chinese courts, furthermore, have
sentenced two other Canadians to death on drug-related charges. [New York Times]

Japan-South Korea relations: Clash over Tokyo’s curbs on high-tech exports to South Korea

16 July 2019

(dql/jd) Japan and South Korea’s relations are worsening over Japan’s imposition of tighter restrictions on high-tech exports to South Korea,
widely seen as a retaliatory move of Tokyo against what is view as Seoul’s inaction against South Korea’s Supreme Court rulings of last year
ordering Japanese companies to pay compensation to South Korean victims of forced labor during Japan’s colonial rule of the Korean peninsula.
[AiR 1/7/2019] [AiR 2/7/2019]
Following failed diplomatic attempts in the last week [Korea Herald 1] [Reuters], South Korean President Moon on Monday reiterated his call
for talks warning Tokyo of “very unwise move” of fusing historical and economic issues which in the end would hit Japan much harder than
South Korea. He also again rejected Tokyo’s justification of its trade measure with the South Korea’s alleged to enforce sanctions on North
Korea. [Korea Herald 2]
Meanwhile, Japan itself faces accusations of violating international sanctions against North Korea. Yonhap is citing UN Reports between 2010
and 2019 according to which Japan has exported “strategic items and luxury goods” to North Korea, thereby violating international sanctions.
[Yonhap]
Complicating the dispute, Russia has come up with an offer to supply etching gas – the key element for semiconductor production – to South
Korea, in a move that could help Seoul get around Japanese export curbs. [Nikkei Asian Review]

Russia, China, Iran & Venezuela – “Crypto Rogues” to challenge US financial control
(hg) Some of the US’ most notable geopolitical adversaries - Russia, China, Iran & Venezuela - are adding a new dimension to current efforts
to end the primacy of the dollar. After all, dollar dominance has enabled the U.S. to deploy tools of financial coercion and economic
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sanctions against its adversaries. According to a revealing report of the American Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD), under the
title ‘Crypto Rogues U.S. State Adversaries Seeking Blockchain Sanctions Resistance’, the four US’ geopolitical adversaries are building new
systems for transferring value that work outside of conventional banking infrastructure and are based on the blockchain technology and its
crypto-currency applications. By developing alternative payment systems for global commerce the four countries seek to reduce the potency
of unilateral and multilateral sanctions to complement traditional sanctions evasion schemes.
Noteworthy, the report also points at the US dollar regime as such as the ultimate target of the move. A relevant scenario in line of this strategy
would emerge if other nations could be convinced to use such a state-based digital currency to conduct trade in the adversary’s major
commodity export, such as oil. [FDD]
Similar to these developments, India and Russia have also agreed on a new payment system through their national currencies to handle their
multi-billion-dollar defense deals in an attempt to avoid US sanctions over India’s purchase of the Russian S-400. [Bloomberg]
See the full FDD report [here].
16 July 2019

Taiwan-USA relations: President Tsai Ing-wen’s stopover in the US
(dql) Defying fierce protests from Beijing, Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen arrived in the United States last week for the first of two transit
stops en route to Carribbean allies. During the stop she reiterated, in a thinly veiled reference to China, warnings that Taiwan’s democracy
faced renewed threats from "overseas forces." [CNN]
Her transit stop signals a culmination of a steady tightening of relations between Washington and Taipei over the recent years and came only
a few days after the US State Department approved the potential sale of tanks, anti-air missiles and other military equipment to the Taiwan
worth 2.2 billion USD. [Nikkei Asian Review] [AiR 2/7/2019]
In response, Beijing fiercely rejected the planned arms sale and announced that it would sanction US companies involved in the arms sale.
[South China Morning Post]

16 July 2019

China-Laos railway: Financial challenges of BRI projects again on display
(ls) The rapid progress in the China-Laos railway line has made it a poster child of the Belt and Road Initiative. However, the project is also
facing multiple challenges. These are partly connected to the construction through particularly difficult terrain and to conflicts about
compensation claims by local populations. Moreover, Laos is facing difficulties in coming up with its share of capital for the project as Chinese
banks are exercising greater prudence in disbursing loans, which is a sign that China has doubts about Laos’ ability to repay its debts. It is
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therefore believed that China is likely to receive bigger shares of the railway’s future income as well as additional mining concessions. [East
Asia Forum]

Singapore rejects claims that Malaysian prisoners are targeted for execution

16 July 2019

(kj) Singapore’s Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) has denied accusations that prisoners from Malaysia are being targeted for execution. In one
particular case, the Singapore’s president decided not to exercise the clemency power, having been advised by the Cabinet in accordance to
Article 22P of the Constitution. Article 22P articulates the rules on granting pardon. [Today] [The Straits Times]
The MHA’s statement is made in response to Malaysian news reports that highlighted Singapore’s rejection of many clemency petitions for
Malaysian drug criminals. In these reports, a key advisor to human rights group, Lawyers for Liberty, claimed that Singapore seems to be
arranging for an “execution binge” in light of its exceptional and appalling number of clemency rejections. [Malay Mail] [Free Malaysia Today]
16 July 2019

Malaysia ceases sand exports to Singapore
(kj) Malaysia has ceased its export of sand to Singapore, effectively disrupting Singapore’s land expansion goals. The disruption is relatively
significant, given that Malaysia has been one of Singapore’s main sources of sand. To date, Malaysia has sold approximately £277m in sand to
Singapore, which makes up for close to 97 per cent of Singapore’s supply of sand. Due to the ban, Singapore will have to rely on other countries
such as the Philippines and Bangladesh. However, supplies in these countries are potentially limited. [The Telegraph]
The sand export ban, officials claimed, is a result of Mr Mahathir’s environmental concerns as well as his dissatisfaction over Singapore growing
at the expense of Malaysia’s resources. This ban is yet another example of tensions over territory and resources ever since Singapore’s
independence from Malaysia in 1965. [Reuters]
This row is also part of a larger trend of sand export bans to Singapore by Cambodia and Indonesia in past years. These countries similarly cite
environmental considerations. [Quartz] Despite the ban, sand remains extracted at a high rate in Indonesia, placing low-lying islands at risk of
disappearing.

China-US trade war: Beijing announces lowest economic growth since 1992
(dql) Signaling impacts of the trade war with the USA, China's economic growth has slumped to its lowest level in nearly three decades.
According to government figures, China’s gross domestic product grew at 6.2% in the quarter April to June, the slowest quarterly growth rate
since 1992 and down from 6.4% in the previous quarter. [New York Times]
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US President Trump took the latest data on the slowing economic growth in China as proof for the impact of US tariffs while warning that
Washington could put on more pressure on China amid efforts to resume trade talks. [Reuters]
China’s top negotiator in the trade talks with the Trump administration, meanwhile, assured at a symposium of local government officials and
business representatives in Nanjing that China's “macroeconomic indicators of growth, employment and consumer prices are all within normal
ranges” and that “the pressure on the economy is the result of cyclical, institutional and structural factors, a normal phenomenon in the
development of the economy.” [Xinhua, in Chinese] [South China Morning Post]
16 July 2019

The battlefields of a future military conflict over global hegemony
(hg) Two likely battlefields in a coming military conflict will be the outer space and the cyber space.
A recent [MIT technology Review] examines the present risks and capabilities of a military conflict in the outer space with a focus on the US,
China and Russia and raises the question if a space war between the US and China has already begun.
Especially the US are currently debating how to revamp its military space capabilities with US President Trump having called to create even a
separate space force as a fifth military branch added to the army, navy, air force and marines. For critical voices see [Breaking Defense], on the
background of the debate two recent pieces in [War on the Rocks 1] [War on the rocks 2].
Similar to the US efforts, France has just announced for this September the creation of a space command as a part of the Air Force, which will
replace France’s existing Joint Space Command and will be commissioned with the task of defending the country’s satellites. [The Verge] The
French Air Force, according to President Macron, will eventually be renamed as Space and Air Force. Additionally, France will spend 3.6 billion
Euro on the renewal of military satellites. [Russia Defense]
Meanwhile, India is also developing its own space warfare capabilities and has, as a show of force, used a missile earlier this year to destroy a
satellite orbiting the Earth [Business Standard]. As a recent backlash for India’s space capabilities, the launch of a spacecraft intended to land
on the far side of the moon has just been aborted due to a technical glitch however [Time].
On China’s space force see a report on [Defense One].
Concerning cyber warfare, “the Islamic Republic of Iran and China are standing in a united front," according to the Iranian ICT Minister. After
a bilateral meeting in Beijing to discuss "common challenges" in the face of "U.S. unilateralism," he announced the Sino-Iranian cooperation
"to confront U.S. unilateralism and hegemony in the field of IT" and artificial intelligence. [Forbes]
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Challenges for a US military strategy to fight adversaries
(hg) An American war against China or Russia is an openly discussed scenario these days. After the US. Defense Department’s 2018 National
Defense Strategy initiated a major course correction shifting the focus from the Global War on terror to the challenges by “revisionist” powers
such as China and Russia. Yet, the proper strategy seems still elusive after a Rand study from March this year revealed a potential defense
disaster for the US in case of a war against the jointly advancing Russian – Chinese forces. [Task & Purpose] [National Interest]
Measures to bolster US defense capabilities are manifold and affect US arms policy, major foreign policy decisions and the US international
posture at large.
In a [Japan Times] commentary Hal Brand discusses the concept of ‘horizontal escalation’ as a strategic alternative to a direct confrontation
with China or Russia. Horizontal escalation aims at the adversary’s weaknesses outside the theater where a fighting started. Instead it is sought
to distract, punish or weaken the enemy at the margins for example by means of a blockade, financial and economic sanctions or retaliations
against its allies. [Japan Times]
As much as ‘horizontal escalation’ might be a complementing strategy as much does it fail if the adversary choses to seek a direct escalation
at the central theater of war. Then another strategy of concentrated and sustaining military might would be required. For suggestions for the
formulation of such a still lacking strategy for the US see Elbridge Colby in [Foreign Policy].
Meanwhile, a potential war with Iran might require other strategic responses again such as the ability to counter the sort of hybrid warfare
that Iran has mastered for a long time and to which the US could have difficulties to respond to. [The Telegraph]

16 July 2019

War with Iran Could Disrupt US Strategy to Confront Russia and China
(hg) With the US and Israel pushing against Iran, Russia and China are again put on the same side in a major conflict scenario [Newsweek 1]
after the Syrian debacle and the Russian-Sino support for the US beleaguered Venezuelan Maduro administration. [Newsweek 2]
In this situation, US Army Chief of Staff Gen. Mark Milley has warned that a war with Iran would have "significant impact" on the overall
National Defense Strategy which is aimed at great power competition with Russia and China and whose implementation would be delayed and
disrupted if the US would wage war against Iran. [Military Com]
Given the fact that Iran forms a crucial piece in the Chinese BRI strategy could, however, also give way to the claim that to attack Iran would
mean to concomitantly place a serious strike against long-term Chinese interest as well. In this light, a war against Iran could be claimed as a
forceful and preemptive operationalization of the National Defense Strategy. In this light, the Army Chief’s assessment might not be shared by
everyone dealing with the National Defense Strategy.
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China’s air craft carrier future: Russian support could be crucial
(hg) After China’s first commissioned aircraft carrier – the 001– has been a rather symbolic commitment to China’s aspirations as a future
global power, China has developed more capable carriers like the CV-16 and 002 which are using the ski jump technique. Now, China is about
to build up a serious carrier fleet over the coming years.
Since this year, Chinese carrier development seems to have entered a new stage, whereby focus is put on catapult carriers like the 003 and its
successors. [The Diplomat]
This development is complemented by the deployment of J-15 fighter jets that have to be accommodated by the new carriers. Insofar, China
will have learnt an important lesson from France. Its only carrier Charles de Gaulle is so slow due to its insufficient nuclear power-based
propulsion system that it does not create enough headwinds to reliably launch the aircraft which severely hampers the carrier’s combat
capability.
While the Chinese navy needs a sufficiently strong nuclear reactor to catapult the super heavy F-15 fighter jets from its future carriers though
it has not the necessary experience in building this kind of miniature reactors needed for ships. This capability, however, has developed in
Russia long ago for icebreakers which could make the case for another crucial Sino-Russian arms cooperation. [South China Morning Post]

16 July 2019

China to buy more Russian SU-35?
(hg) China and Russia seem to consider another purchase of Russia’s advanced Su-35 fighter jets, ignoring U.S. sanctions again after Beijing
already bought two dozen of the jets for some USD 2.5 billion. After the sale was responded by the first-ever use of the Countering America's
Adversaries Through Sanctions Act both countries’ leaders announced to work harder to minimize their dependence on the US Dollar.
[Newsweek]

Russia and China about to close gaps in military advancement – are they partially even ahead?
(hg) Hypersonic weapons – glide vehicles and missiles – are among the most advanced weapon systems of our times granting those who have
them a decisive strategic edge against powers lagging behind the relevant state-of-the-art applications. In recent years, Russia and China have
developed a stunning range of hypersonic weapon platforms that could partly brought them ahead of what the US is currently able to field
– something outright unthinkable a decade ago.
An assessment of the Russian and Chinese hypersonic capabilities vis-à-vis the US is provided by a recent report of the [National Defense
Magazine] whereas the [New Scientist] observes the emergence of an outright arms race with the rivaling great powers aiming to get an edge
in the development of hypersonic weapons that, according to the New Scientist, is already heading out of control.
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China-Germany relations: First Chinese-German joint medical drill on NATO territory

16 July 2019

(dql) China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is currently conducting its first joint medical exercise with the German military (Bundeswehr) in
Germany, with deployment of PLA armored medical vehicles and involving about 100 PLA medics and 120 support personnel from the
Bundeswehr.
The exercise is conducted at Feldkirchen, Bavaria, which is around 200 kilometers away from the headquarters of United States European
Command in Stuttgart, and comes at a time when relations between Berlin and Washington are strained over a range of issues, including US
demands for an increase of Berlin's defense spending and Germany's support for Russia’s gas pipeline Nord Stream 2. [Stars and Stripes]
While the exercise is of low military significance, it marks a foray into NATO territory symbolically underscoring China’s growing efforts to gain
foothold and influence in Europe.
For an account on China’s efforts to increase influence in Germany through organized students see Didi Kirsten Tatlow in [The Atlantic].
16 July 2019

Japan-Russia relations: Moscow rejects territorial talks
(dql) According to diplomatic sources, Russia has rejected beginning talks with Japan on the return of two disputed islands despite an
agreement between Prime Minister Abe and President Putin in November last year to intensify talks on a peace treaty based on a key 1956
joint declaration, which states that Moscow will handover two of the four disputed islands after the conclusion of a peace treaty. It is believed
that Moscow is fearing that a return of the two islands to Tokyo at this time would further worsen the currently falling approval rate for
President Vladimir Putin in Russia. [Japan Times]
The rejection of territorial talks is a culmination of a string of failed diplomatic efforts of both sides to bridge their differences over the disputed
territories earlier this year and further dims the prospects for a peace treaty. [AiR 3/5/2019]

16 July 2019

North Korea: Pyongyang condemns Seoul’s F-35 fighter jet purchase
(jd) In a move dimming expectations towards the possible resumption of nuclear talks between the USA and North Korea after the recent
meeting between US President Donald and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un at the Demilitarized Zone [AiR 1/7/2019], Pyongyang has slammed
South Korea for purchasing high-tech US stealth fighters, calling the purchase “impudent” and announcing as response that it has “no choice”
but to develop “special armaments” to defend itself. South Korea received in March the first batch of F-35s and is to buy 40 F-35 fighter jets
by 2021. [Reuters] [Wall Street Journal]
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Pyongyang remarks come as Israel's President Rivlin has arrived on Sunday in South Korea for a five-day visit cement cooperation between
both countries, with a focus on regional security, a free trade agreement and advanced technologies. Israel-North Korea relations are hostile,
with North Korea not recognizing Israel. [Yonhap]
Meanwhile US Forces Korea, in a recently published annual report “2019 Strategic Digest”, has acknowledged that North Korea’s Hwasong-15,
an intercontinental ballistic missile, can reach anywhere on US soil, with an estimated reach of around 13000 km. [Japan Times] After North
Korea tested the missile in November 2017, South Korea also acknowledged in their Defense White Paper last year that it has a range of over
10000 km.
This makes the Hwasong-15 the second missile created by North Korea which is capable of reaching some part of the US mainland. The other
missile is its predecessor, the Hwasong-14, which is believed to be capable of reaching most parts of the US mainland. [Chosunilbo]

16 July 2019

India to buy more Russian fighter jets
(jk) The Indian Air Force (IAF) is looking to buy 18 Sukhoi Su-30MKI and 21 Mikoyan MiG-29 fighter aircraft from Russia, supplementing the IAF
which already operates close to 350 such aircraft. According to Russian officials, the request is under review. The aircraft, just like previously
purchased ones, will mostly be built in India and the likely sale is a continuation of the supply from Russia to the IAF. [ZeeNews]

16 July 2019

China-gifted frigate arrives in Sri Lanka
(jk) China has gifted a frigate to the Sri Lanka Navy (SLN) which will be in charge of diverse operations of the SLN, such as offshore patrol,
environment monitoring or anti-piracy combat. It is considered to be the SLN's most advanced ship. In addition to the vessel, the PLA Navy has
conducted training for over 100 Sri Lankan naval officers in China. [SLGuardian]

ASEAN defense ministers meet while Chinese-Vietnamese stand-off in South China Sea continues
(ls) During the 13th ASEAN Defense Ministers Meeting (ADMM) in Bangkok, the member countries’ defense ministers have signed the Joint
Declaration on Sustainable Security to promote cooperation within ASEAN to counter non-traditional and transnational threats. Among the
concept papers that have been adopted are the Terms of Reference of ASEAN Our Eyes and Guidelines for Maritime Interaction. The ministers
also stressed the implementation of the 2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea and the early conclusion of an
effective Code of Conduct in the South China Sea. [Xinhua]
At the same time, six coastguard vessels – two Chinese and four Vietnamese – have been eyeing each other in patrols around Vanguard Bank
in the Spratly group of islands in the South China Sea since last week. Initially, a Chinese survey ship entered waters near the Vietnamese467
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controlled reef to conduct a seismic survey. Vanguard Bank is the westernmost reef of the Spratlys and sits within what Hanoi claims is 200
nautical miles of its exclusive economic zone. That claim is contested by Beijing and Taiwan. [South China Morning Post]

Singapore detains Arakan Army supporters as violence escalates again in Myanmar’s Rakhine state

16 July 2019

(ls/kj) Singapore authorities have arrested a group of Myanmar nationals accused of rallying support for the Arakan Army and armed violence
against the Myanmar government. The Arakan Army is an insurgent group fighting for greater autonomy in Rakhine and Chin states. Myanmar
has designated it a terrorist organization. “They should not import their domestic political issues from their countries into Singapore,”
Singapore’s home ministry said. [Reuters 1]
This case is not the first of its kind, as Singapore has taken action against foreign nationals for armed violence in the past. In 2015, 27
Bangladeshi construction workers who were radicalised and planned to take up arms abroad were arrested under the Internal Security Act.
[South China Morning Post] A year after, eight Bangladeshi workers organising terror attacks in Bangladesh were either charged in court or
deported. [Today]
Meanwhile, it appears that Myanmar’s military is waging a new war against the Arakan Army in Rakhine. Residents told Reuters reporters that
soldiers fired weapons indiscriminately, killing and wounding civilians, and tortured detainees. According to observers, the military has
deployed five Light Infantry Divisions which have a reputation for brutal counter-insurgency campaigns against the nation’s many ethnic armed
groups. In January, Nobel laureate Aung San Suu Kyi had called on the armed forces to “crush” the rebels. [Reuters 2]

Following Easter bombing, Sri Lanka wants to curb Saudi Arabian influence

16 July 2019

(ls) After the Easter Sunday terror attacks in Sri Lanka, the government announced that the Department of Muslim Religious and Cultural Affairs
will start to monitor previously unchecked money flows to Sri Lankan mosques from donors including prominent Saudi families. Since the
attacks, a Wahhabi scholar was arrested, and the government may take over a Saudi-funded school.
However, until now, ongoing investigations have not shown that any Saudi money flowed to the plotters of the attacks. Long before the Easter
attacks, minority Sri Lankan Muslim felt under unjustified suspicion and critics attribute the recent government moves against Saudi influence
to some degree to a rising Islamophobia. [Reuters]
16 July 2019

First Philippine suicide bomber confirmed
(jd) At the end of June, two suspected suicide bombers detonated a bomb in front of a military base in southern Philippines, resulting in at

least eight dead. [Manila Bulletin] DNA tests now helped Philippine security forces confirm that the attack was conducted by a Filipino suicide
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bomber. Being the first case of a suicide attack conducted by a local, the attack marks an escalation in the use of force by Islamic militant
groups in the country, revealing the Islamic State’s rising influence in Southeast Asia. [Channel News Asia] [The Straits Times]
16 July 2019

Al Qaeda threatens more attacks on Kashmir
(kj) A video has been released by the Al Qaeda chief Ayman al-Zawahiri, which revealed plans to seek more attacks in Kashmir, India. In the
video, Zawahiri attacked the Indians and the Pakistanis, and communicated the profound level of frustration amongst militant ranks acting in
the region. [India Today]
Intelligence analysts believe that the video is sparked by the government's success in isolating separatists and inspecting terror incidents in
Jammu and Kashmir [NDTV].
The Indian government disregarded the video, claiming that these threats are commonplace. In addition, they state that Indian security forces
were well prepared to counter any danger that Al Qaeda might inflict upon Kashmir. [Business Standard]
Despite this, Indian intelligence and security officials are cognisant that Al Qaeda has less self-imposed restrictions as compared to Kashmiri
and Pakistan-based militant groups. There is a cause of concern, especially for a group interested in developing its reputation in the region.
[Asia Times]

16 July 2019

U.S. declares Baloch Liberation Army a terrorist organization
(jk) The U.S. Department of State has added the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) to the country’s Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) listing and
is now in line with the Pakistani government of declaring the BLA a terrorist organisation [TRT World].
The BLA mainly operates in Pakistan’s Balochistan province and has been responsible for a number of violent bomb and other armed attacks.
Baloch militants have increased attacks on foreign investors, in particular targeting Chinese and Chinese-backed China Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC) projects. The BLA claimed responsibility for instance for the attacks on the Chinese consulate in Karachi in November last year
and on a bus carrying a group of Chinese engineers in March. Rebels claim the Pakistani state exploits the province, e.g. for its mineral and
natural gas resources. [AiR 3/5/19]
While this development can be seen as a victory for Pakistani diplomacy and a positive sign for Pakistan-US relations ahead of PM Khan's visit
to Washington later in July [Dawn], this could also lead to a more repressive response from both the Pakistani as well as potentially the Chinese
side in their effort to protect the CPEC or otherwise further their agendas. Balochistan lies at the heart of plenty of geopolitical considerations
with many powers, predominantly the US, China, India, Iran and of course Pakistan trying to influence the strategically important region
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towards their respective advantages. China has a particular interest in clamping down on the BLA since it has long been a thorn in its eye and
Beijing will undoubtedly be pleased with the designation. India will be less happy.
23 July 2019

Singapore returning 1MDB-related money to Malaysia
(kj) The Singapore police has announced that its Commercial Affairs Department, in consultation with the Attorney-General’s Chambers, has
filed applications to send back approximately S$50.3 million of 1MDB-related funds to Malaysia. The first round of court applications for the
return of S$15.3 million was granted in September 2018. The second round, consisting of S$35 million, was granted in March this year. [Channel
News Asia]
The 1MDB played a substantial role in the fall of the government of Najib Razak, which was rife with corruption. Singapore is one of many
countries that investigated accusations of billions of dollars being embezzled from 1MDB, Malaysia’s sovereign wealth fund. This
embezzlement was part of an elaborated scheme that extended from Asia to the United States. [The Straits Times] [Aljazeera]
Singapore's probe into the 1MDB scandal focused on allegations that Singapore’s financial system had been involved in the laundering of stolen
money. Investigations have led to a Swiss banker and three Singaporean bankers being put behind bars for being responsible in the laundering
process. Local branches of two Swiss banks have also been shut down for being involved in the transfer of illegal funds. [Bangkok Post]

23 July 2019

New cooperation projects between Indonesia and Singapore
(ls) Indonesia and Singapore are aiming to collaborate more extensively on investments, infrastructure and human resource development.
These areas are highlighted by President Joko Widodo as vital for helping Indonesia survive disruption in the global economy. Singapore's
Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan has recently visited Jakarta for three days. The trip, according to Balakrishnan, has boosted appreciation
of President Widodo’s priorities. [Tempo]
The meeting also involved a review of current collaborations between Indonesia and Singapore. Balakrishnan highlighted that the Kendal
Industrial Park in Semarang, for example, is performing well, having attracted over half a billion US dollars in investments. The establishment
of a polytechnic for upskilling purposes is also currently underway. [The Straits Times]
Other proposed developments include the infrastructure of Batu Ampar Port in Batam. New facilities, such as a mobile crane, as well as more
routes for Batam-Singapore shipping have been discussed. Once these developments materialise, logistics costs in Batam are expected to fall
by 50 percent. [Antara News]
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China-USA trade relations: Goodwill measures for resumption of face-to-face trade talks

23 July 2019

(dql) Goodwill measures on both sides, China and the USA, seem to pave the way for the first face-to-face trade talks between the world’s two
largest economies since President Xi Jinping and US counterpart Donald Trump agreed to a trade war ceasefire at the end of June. Following
Washington’s announcement to temporarily exempt 110 Chinese products from 25% tariffs imposed last July, Chinese importers are now
applying to their government to lift tariffs on some US agricultural imports. [Tribune] [Bloomberg]
Meanwhile, South China Morning Post is citing an unnamed source according to whom US negotiators are likely to travel to China next week
to resume face-to-face talks. [South China Morning Post]
In a latest development, however, Washington on Monday announced sanctions against a Chinese company for importing Iranian crude in
violation of US restrictions on Iran's oil exports. [CNN]

Japan and USA eye trade deal

23 July 2019

(jd) The USA and Japan are intensifying efforts to work out a trade deal that would see Washington reducing tariffs for Japanese auto parts
while Japan in return would offer US farmers new access to its markets. [South China Morning Post]
Sources have claimed that the deal is critical in helping the US remain competitive with China and members of the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership. [Reuters]
The possibility of this deal comes in the midst of a trade spat between Japan and South Korea, of which the US has promised not to intervene.
[South China Morning Post]

Japan-South Korea relations: Continued tensions over forced labor and trade dispute
(jd) Relations between Japan and South Korea continue to be strained over the dispute on wartime forced labor. Last week South Korea let a
deadline for a response to Japan’s proposal for a third-country arbitration of the forced labor dispute pass, effectively rejection the
proposal. [Korea Times]
In the latest development of this dispute, lawyers of South Korean plaintiffs, who were awarded compensation from Japanese Mitsubishi Heavy
Industries Ltd. in a ruling of the South Korean Supreme Court last November, announced that they have begun legal procedures to sell assets
of the company seized in South Korea. [NHK]
In the trade dispute between both countries sparked by Japan’s export curbs for materials on which South Korean semiconductor
manufacturers rely, Seoul is set to raise Tokyo’s trade measures at a meeting of the World Trade Organization’s General Council where Seoul’s
representative will argue that the restrictions “run counter to international rules” based on Article 1 of the General Agreement on Trade and
471

23 July 2019

Tariffs, and should be retracted immediately. He will also appeal for the support of other countries to pressure Tokyo to retract the measures
which are widely seen as a retaliatory move of Tokyo against Seoul for the latter's inaction in solving the wartime forced labor dispute. [Korea
Herald]
Pressure further mounts for South Korea as Japan is threatening to remove Seoul from its ‘whitelist’ of 27 countries which enjoy preferential
treatment on export processing. [Joongang Daily 2]
Meanwhile, companies in South Korea begin testing for replacement products from companies in Taiwan, China and South Korea in an effort
to reduce reliance on Japanese products, while the government announced that it was working on “comprehensive plans” and has taken up
measures to reduce the country’s dependence on Japanese industries, including – among others – providing exemptions to the 52-hour
workweek for companies affected by the export restrictions to allow employees work longer to secure and test new materials for their
semiconductors. [Business Korea] [Reuters] [Joongang Daily]

China surprising in Global Arms Industry report and the new US defense budget
(hg) Defense News has just released its annual Top 100 list of the biggest defense companies in the world. Among the top 10 of the companies
are five US companies, three Chinese, one UK and France’s/Netherland’s Airbus. Among the top 15 however, there are six Chinese, starting
with the world’s fifth biggest arms firm, five US companies, among them the first four, and, additional the one from UK and France/Netherland
respectively, one Italian and, ranking as the fifteenth one Russian. Among the following 15, thus the top 30, there eight more US firms, two
from China, one more from the UK, ranked the 24, two more from France, ranked 16 and 28, one from South Korea, ranked 27, and one from
Germany, ranked 30. Among the top 100 there are two Russian companies, one Indian, three Japanese and one from Singapore. See the full
top 100 list on [Defense News].
While it is no surprise that the US dominates the top 100 list with 46 companies by far, it is significant how fast and strong Chinese companies
are gaining ground against a range of long- established global competitors and compared especially to countries like the UK, France, Germany,
Russia, and India. In fact, all of the six top 15 companies from China are new. And among the top 30, all newly listed companies are Chinese
ones too; none of them has been listed on last year’s account surprisingly leaving the traditionally strong European defense industry far behind.
This stunning success of the Chinese defense industry has to be seen against two developments. First, it has to be acknowledged how close
rapport is between the Chinese government and the Chinese economies’ defense sector and suspicion about secretive defense spending. Early
this year, the US Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) stated that it expects China to command the political will, economic power and fiscal
strength to sustain its steadily increasing defense spending during the next decade [DIA report]. This is leading to the second notable
development, the continuously hiking US spending on defense.
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Last week, the Democrat dominated House approved an almost USD 1.4 billion budget – raising spending by $320 billion over existing caps
which allows the government to keep borrowing and continue a dangerous spending addiction. See the [New York Times] and the [Military
Times]. Not less than USD 733 billion of this are allocated to defense spending, lagging short behind the government requested USD 750 billion
but still accounting for more than half of the total.
While some, such as Fareed Zakaria, heavily criticized the number and, especially the spending practice [Washington Post], others rather
criticize in the opposite that the requested amount has not been provided [National Interest]. While Zakaria stresses that the US spends more
than the next 10 highest spending countries together, Thomas Spoehr argues in [National Interest] that through the lens of purchasing power
parity the United States only outspends Russia and China together while China’s military budget is growing at a much faster rate than that of
the US.
On this line, the recent report of the bipartisan Commission on the National Defense Strategy for the United States published under the title
‚Providing for the Common Defense. The Assessments and Recommendations of the National Defense Strategy Commission,‘ [Commission
Report on Common Defense] highlights that America “confronts a grave crisis of national security,” stressing that: “The military balance in key
regions has been deteriorating and the United States faces a worsening position across a range of key operational challenges. While the United
States was focused on defeating insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan, Russia and China were focused on acquiring capabilities to defeat American
forces” which “[a]t current funding levels, […] may not be able to fight one major-power rival while still maintaining deterrence and stability in
other regions.” [Commission Report on Common Defense, p. 64 and 70 respectively]
For purchasing power comparison in general see [Heritage Foundation report] ‘Putting Defense Spending in Context: Simple Comparisons Are
Inadequate’ by Rachel Zissimos and Thomas W. Spoehr which lobbies higher military spending.

China-USA security relations: Washington condemns Beijing “bullying behavior” in the South China Sea
(dql) In a latest signal of continuing hardened fronts between China and the USA over the South China Sea, the US Department of State
expressed concerns over Beijing’s “repeated provocative actions aimed at the offshore oil and gas development of other claimant states
threaten regional energy security and undermine the free and open Indo-Pacific energy market” and urged Beijing to stop “its bullying behavior
and refrain from engaging in this type of provocative and destabilising activity”. [Voice of America]
The statement came after the release of a report of U.S.-based think tank Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative revealing that Chinese and
Vietnamese vessels had been locked in a standoff since early July near an oil block in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone, involving a Chinese
survey vessel escorted by coastal guard vessels and Vietnamese law enforcement vessels, with the former “boxing out the Vietnamese vessels
attempting to intervene”. [Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative]
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In an earlier move, Commander of US Indo-Pacific Command Admiral Philip Davidson criticized China for failing to respond to the US request
to engage in a dialogue on a crisis communication mechanism aimed at reducing miscalculation threats in the South China Sea while
highlighting that the “international order is now under assault by China”, with both countries “hav[ing] a fundamental divergence of values in
terms of how we approach the current international order”. [South China Morning Post] [Breaking Defense]

China-Cambodia relations: Secret deal on use of Cambodian naval base by Chinese armed forces?

23 July 2019

(dql) Citing unnamed US and allied officials, Wall Street Journal reports on a secret deal between China and Cambodia that would allow Chinese
armed forces to use the Ream naval base on the coast of the Gulf of Thailand for military operations which would sharply increase Beijing’s
power projections in South China Sea. [Wall Street Journal]
While the Cambodian Defense Ministry described the report as “made up and baseless”, China’s Foreign Ministry’s spokesman responded to
inquiries on the deal “As I understand it, the Cambodia side denied this”, stopping short of denying the report. [Reuters]

South Korean, Japanese, Russian and Chinese warplanes from four countries face off over islets in the Sea of Japan

23 July 2019

(dql) According to the South Korean Defense Ministry, two Russian and two Chinese bombers in an alleged joint exercise together entered the
Korea Air Defense Identification Zone (KADIZ) early Tuesday above a group of small islets in the Sea of Japan which Seoul calls Dokdo and Tokyo
Takeshima and which are contested between both countries.
While South Korea said South Korean jets had fired more than 300 warning shots at a Russian warplane after it entered twice the country's
airspace, Russia denied this statement insisting that had been on a routine flight over neutral waters.
Meanwhile, Japan, which had also scrambled fighter jets in response, criticized South Korea for taking action arguing that “Takeshima is Japan’s
territory” and “[i]t is Japan that should take action against the Russian plane that entered its airspace.” [CNN] [Reuters] [Japan Times]
23 July 2019

Vietnam and the Philippines beefing up their coastal guard fleets
(dql) The Philippines and Vietnam are stepping up their efforts to advance their coastguard fleets. While the Philippine Coast Guard announced
last week that it would receive its largest and most modern ship in the form of a French-made 84-metre offshore patrol vessel, expected to
handle all maritime security and safety missions in the Philippine archipelago in the South China Sea, Vietnam earlier this month passed a law
allowing its coastguard fleet to operate outside the country’s territorial waters. [Rappler] [South China Morning Post]
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US and Philippines step up efforts against terrorism
(jd) In the recently concluded Bilateral Strategic Dialogue in Manila, Washington and Manila have agreed to increase security cooperation
following the recent bombing in late June. The bombing occurred in Sulu, right outside a military facility, and led to eight deaths. [AiR
16/7/2019] With increasing concern about extremism in South Philippines, both countries have pledged to increase efforts addressing the
issue. Their cooperation will encompass a wide range of concerns, including defense modernisation, humanitarian assistance, disaster
response, and particularly, intelligence sharing. The dialogue also addressed defense, economics, rule of law, and diplomacy. [CNN Philippines]

30 July 2019

US-Pakistan relations in focus as Khan returns from his White House visit
(jk/ls) A United States Congressional report has said the security assistance to Pakistan would remain suspended pending "decisive and
irreversible" action against terrorist groups. The report holds that successive Pakistani governments are believed to have tolerated and even
supported terrorist groups if this suited their interests in conflicts with neighboring countries. In January, the US had suspended all its security
assistance to Pakistan. [India Today 1]
At the same time, however, Washington and Islamabad have also cooperated over months to push for a peace settlement in Afghanistan.
According to observers, the US believes only Pakistan has enough influence over Afghan Taliban militants to encourage them to negotiate a
settlement and Khan has stated (after the visit) that he was ready to meet with the Taliban. [Asia Times]
As for the visit itself, Pakistan's Prime Minister Imran Khan arrived at the White house on July 22 for his first meeting with US President Donald
Trump. [Nikkei Asian Review] He stressed that he would speak to the US President on equal and bilateral terms, not looking to beg and ask for
grants but rather speak on transactional terms. [Dawn]
During the visit, Khan was accompanied by the Pakistani chief of army staff, who is due to resign later this year but reports already claim his
term is likely to be extended [Gulf News], as well as the country's intelligence chief. The visit was seen as a success from Pakistan's view as
Khan could somewhat rectify the perception of continuously deteriorating US-Pakistan relationship.
Another major focal point was Trump's claim during a press conference that Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi discussed with him the
Kashmir dispute on the sidelines of the G20 summit in Japan and that Modi asked him whether he would like to be a “mediator or arbitrator”
on the matter. This claim was quickly refuted by the Indian side [Business Standard] and it India's position was reiterated: Kashmir is a bilateral
issue that needs to be negotiated directly between India and Pakistan without third-party involvement.
Days after the visit, the Pentagon notified the Congress of its approval of military sales worth USD 125 million in order to facilitate the "enduse monitoring" through the "continued presence of US personnel" of the F-16 fighter jets of Pakistan. The approval, according to US officials,
does contradict the freeze in security assistance to Pakistan. [India Today 2]
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ICJ orders Pakistan to provide consular access to alleged Indian spy
(ls/kj) The International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague ordered Pakistan to allow consular access and to “effectively review” the death
sentence for an alleged Indian spy, ruling Islamabad had violated New Delhi’s rights to consular visits after his arrest. The ICJ held that Pakistan
had breached the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations, which gives countries the right to consular access when their nationals are arrested
abroad. [South China Morning Post]
In response, India's Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar called upon Pakistan to release and repatriate the man. India insists he was
taken captive in Iran before being moved to Pakistan and then forced to confess. [Straits Times]
Pakistan since granted consular access. In its judgment the ICJ rejected other remedies sought by India, which included the annulment of the
military court decision, restricting Pakistan from executing the sentence, securing the man’s release and ordering his return to India. [Dawn]
Meanwhile, the Pakistani Army has accused India of bombarding its outposts with rockets and mortar fire along the Line of Control (LoC). This
attack was deemed by the Pakistani as an “unprovoked ceasefire violation”. The shelling had led to one Pakistani soldier dead and four locals
injured. New Delhi, however, claims that its forces were merely counterattacking Pakistani’s initial attack. [The Economic Times]

30 July 2019

The Indo-Pacific from ASEAN and Indian perspectives
(ls) On the occasion of last month’s ASEAN summit in Bangkok, the grouping’s vision of the Indo-Pacific has taken more concrete shape.
Importantly, it is conspicuously inclusive of China. In the adopted ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, “inclusivity” and “ASEAN centrality” are
among the key words. Whereas the Free and Open Indo-Pacific strategy (FOIP), embraced by the United States, Japan, India and Australia, is
based on the implicit premise that it is exclusive of China, ASEAN countries express Indo-Pacific cooperation using existing dialogue mechanisms
that include Beijing. [The Diplomat] [Eurasia Review]
The ASEAN Outlook’s text was written amid tensions between Indonesia and Singapore over how ASEAN should respond to FOIP. Singapore's
concern was to avoid forcing ASEAN to choose between the U.S. and China. Therefore, ASEAN's struggle to be seen as on board with U.S. while
not antagonizing China remains an ongoing issue. At the same time, however, four ASEAN's members – Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines and
Vietnam – have overlapping claims with China in the South China Sea. [Nikkei Asian Review]
At the end of this month, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo will visit Thailand to meet with ASEAN foreign ministers. The trip comes at a time
when the trade war initiated by the US with China has greatly affected overall development in the ASEAN region. However, another pivotal
issue will be the United States’ role in the development of the Mekong subregion. Given the current geopolitical and geo-economic shift, the
Mekong River with its six riparian countries has become a battlefield for major powers. In comparison with extensive programs and activities
initiated by China, Japan and South Korea, the US role is still lacking a clear profile. [Bangkok Post]
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Turning to South Asia, the United States have found India to be a skeptical and hesitant partner in the Indo-Pacific region, with the latter’s lack
of commitment to the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue. Though India recently installed an Indo-Pacific desk in its Foreign Office, the United
States’ recent decision to end the waiver for US sanctions on Iranian crude-oil sales to India, it hindered New Delhi’s regional ambitions and
may have further distanced India from America’s ambitions in the Indo-Pacific region. [Asia Times]

China-USA relations: Face-to-face trade talks resumed amid law expectations for success

30 July 2019

(dql) Led by Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer, Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin and their Chinese counterpart, Vice-Premier Liu He,
US and Chinese trade officials kicked off face-to-face trade talks in Shanghai on Tuesday, the first after their collapse in May.
However, analysts believe that a breakthrough might not be achievable given persisting stumbling blocks on both sides, including Beijing’s
demand that the Trump administration removes all existing tariffs, a balanced agreement, and realistic targets for additional Chinese purchases
of American products and Washington’s demand for structural reforms to China’s economy, greater protection of intellectual property rights
and a more balanced trading relationship. [Financial Times] [NPR]
In a latest hit against China ahead of the trade talks, US President Trump last Friday ordered Lighthizer to press the World Trade Organization
to stop treating China (and other rich countries) as developing country and allowing China to use this status to the disfavor of the USA. Chinese
state media rebuked the move as “absurd” arguing that it “will only expose [the US] disregard for international rules and the way it takes
advantage of its global hegemony.” [Aljazeera] [South China Morning Post]
30 July 2019

China, Malaysia resume Belt and Road rail project
(kj) Following a year-long interruption, Malaysia and China are resuming construction operations on the East Coast Rail Link (ECRL) project in
Peninsula Malaysia. The project was put on hold last year by Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, who promised to re-evaluate China’s megaprojects which had been endorsed by Najib Razak. [Reuters]
This arrangement followed months of negotiations between Chinese and Malaysian governments and the companies. After reaching a
consensus to lower costs from RM65.5 billion to RM44 billion, both countries agreed to resume constructions. [The Straits Times]
The 640km ECRL line will link Port Klang on the Straits of Malacca with the city of Kota Bharu in northeast peninsular Malaysia. China’s
ambassador in Malaysia said that a high number of prospective Chinese investors will be heading to Malaysia for field investigations. He also
anticipates an increase of the number of Chinese tourists visiting Malaysia. [Channel News Asia]
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Japan-South Korea relations worsening over Tokyo’s trade restrictions
(jd) Already frosty relations between South Korea and Japan are worsening after a meeting at the World Trade Organization at which Seoul
was trying to win allies for its protests against Japan’s trade restrictions on exports of materials important for manufacturing of semiconductors
yielded no results and only hardened the fronts. While Seoul accused Tokyo of “unfair economic retaliation” for wartime forced labor
compensation rulings of the South Korean Supreme Court against Japanese companies, Tokyo called Seoul’s demand to withdraw the trade
curbs “unacceptable”, insisting that the measures are rooted in “national security” concerns, and also rejected Seoul’s offer for high-level talks
to address the issue. [Nikkei Asian Review 1] [Yonhap]
Meanwhile, boycotts on Japanese goods by South Korean consumers show no signs of abating. More than 25000 retail shops have pledged
their allegiance to the boycott and souring consumer sentiment has been felt across different consumer and service sectors, particularly
tourism as flights have been forcibly discontinued. [Nikkei Asian Review 2] Logistics and supermarket unions have recently also joined the
movement, with petrol station workers, parcel delivery workers and supermarket staff vowing not to handle Japanese products. [The Korea
Times] [The Guardian]
At the same time, protests challenging the export restrictions escalate, as six college students held a protest inside a Japanese consulate and
after a man burned himself alive to protest Japan’s trade measures. [Yonhap 2]
Japan is set to decide on South Korea’s removal from the whitelist of 27 countries, which enjoy preferential treatment on export processing,
this week with Abe expected to endorse the bill. [Nikkei Asian Review 3]

Philippines considers opening up island to tourists to reassert claim in South China Sea
(jd) The Philippine Defense Secretary has claimed that tourists can soon visit Pag-asa island, otherwise referred to as Thitu island, which is
located off the Philippine coast in the South China Sea, or “West Philippine Sea”. The move is largely believed to be part of an effort to reassert
Philippine sovereignty in the area in order to “catch up” to China and Vietnam, who have been constructing facilities on the islands they
occupied or built. Pag-asa island is the largest island that the Philippines controls within the Spratly archipelago, where other countries like
Malaysia, Vietnam, Taiwan, Brunei and China have asserted their own claim to the territory. [Taiwan News]
Recently, Duterte came under fire after a lack of response following a maritime incident involving a Chinese trawler and a Filipino fishing boat.
This, he argued in his fourth State of the Nation address, was simply part of a “compromise” so as to avoid a military escalation with China.
[South China Morning Post] Additionally, Duterte further allowed the Chinese to fish within the Philippines’ exclusive economic zone, which
many argue to be a violation of the Constitution.
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U.S. and Sri Lanka negotiating a Visiting Forces Agreement
(ls) The United States and Sri Lanka are negotiating a Status of Forces Agreement (SoFA). Also called the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA), the
arrangement would remove several bureaucratic hurdles in case US military would be deployed on request of the Sri Lankan government.
However, it would not establish a permanent presence. Though the American ambassador to Sri Lanka dismissed the idea that the military
pact had anything to do with China, the importance in the United States’ Indo-Pacific strategy is apparent. Over the last several years, China
has become a major investor, building ports and highways in the South Asian island nation. [Reuters] [Colombo Gazette]

30 July 2019

North Korea: New submarine and tests of short-range missiles
(jd) According North Korean media, North Korean leader Kim Jong-un last week inspected a newly built submarine, widely believed to be
designed to carry missiles as well as other nuclear weaponry. [Reuters]
Days later, Pyongyang fired two short-range projectiles from the east coast in move to warn against the conduct of military exercises planned
between the USA and South Korea in August. In a related development, Pyongyang has also rejected food aid from Seoul through the World
Food Programme in protest against the planned exercises. [Nikkei Asian Review] [JoongAng Ilbo]
Meanwhile, the US Treasury Department sanctioned a North Korean man suspected of supporting North Korea's weapons of mass destruction
program in violation of U.N. sanctions. [Korea Times]

30 July 2019

Japan seeks to reduce Middle East tensions and unlikely to send forces
(jd) Amid heightened tensions between the USA and Iran, Japan last week announced that, while Tokyo is willing to play its role in reducing
tensions in the Middle East, sending its Self-Defence Forces for a U.S.-proposed maritime coalition to this region is not under consideration.
The announcement came after US National Security Advisor Bolton travelled to Japan to discuss a US-led military coalition that aims to
safeguard strategic waters off Iran and Yemen. [Reuters] [Military Times]
South Korea, however, reportedly plans to join a U.S.-led maritime force by sending a naval unit, including a destroyer, to help guard oil tankers
sailing through the Strait of Hormuz. [Channel News Asia]

Cambodia to spend more money on Chinese weapons, denies naval base deal
(ls) Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen said that an additional US$40 million would be spent on weapons from China to modernize the
Southeast Asian country’s military, in addition to earlier commitments amounting to US$290 million. The deals cover tens of thousands of guns
to replace old stock. [South China Morning Post]
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Hun Sen again dismissed a report that China had reached a secret deal with Cambodia this year to let it place forces at Ream. Trying to rebut
the report, the defense ministry took reporters to see the torpid jetty and outbuildings there. A spokesperson said, “We can’t hide anything ...
because there are satellites.” [Reuters]

China-Vietnam relations: Hanoi not giving in in confrontation with Beijing over drilling operations in the South China Sea

30 July 2019

(ls) Last week AiR reported on the standoff between Chinese and Vietnamese vessels near an oil block in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone
in which both sides have been locked since early July. [No. 30, July/2019]
In the latest development of this ongoing standoff, Hanoi announced an extension of the operations of an oil rig on Vanguard Bank from July
30 further to September 15 signaling its un-compromising position in this matter. The announcement follows Hanoi’s demand last Thursday
that Beijing withdraws a ship, which is owned by the government-run China Geological Survey and which began research around the contested
islands at the beginning of July. [The Diplomat] [South China Morning Post]
30 July 2019

China: Defense white paper highlights antagonism to USA and Taiwan
(dql) Shortly after the US House of Representatives approved an almost USD 1.4 billion defense budget last week [No. 30, July/2019], China
released it latest defense white paper, the first in four years, under the title “China’s National Defense in the New Era” in which it expresses
an assertive posture against the USA and Taiwan named as main threats to international, regional and China’s national security.
Acknowledging at the outset “that the international security system and order are undermined by growing hegemonism, power politics,
unilateralism and constant regional conflicts and wars”, the paper points to the USA as the main destabilizing power as it has “provoked and
intensified competition among major countries, significantly increased its defense expenditure, pushed for additional capacity in nuclear, outer
space, cyber and missile defense, and undermined global strategic stability.” On the contrary, China appears to be a peace-loving power whose
“distinctive feature of […] national defense” lies in “Never Seeking Hegemony, Expansion or Spheres of Influence”.
With regards to imminent risks for China’s political stability and territorial unity, the paper names separatism as “acute risk” and identifies
Taiwan’s ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) and its strive for “Taiwan Independence” as “gravest immediate threat to peace and
stability in the Taiwan Strait and the biggest barrier hindering the peaceful reunification of the country.” Further national security risks stem
from unsolved territorial disputes and from “[countries from outside the region conduct frequent close-in reconnaissance on China by air and
sea, and illegally enter China’s territorial waters and the waters and airspace near China’s islands and reefs.” [Xinhua, for the full text of the
white paper in English] [Ministry of Defense, China, for the full text of the white paper in Chinese]
For critical accounts of the white paper, in particular the disclosure of China’s military spending, see [The Diplomat] and [Voice of America].
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Meanwhile, the PLA on Sunday kicked off week-long exercises in waters near Taiwan, in its latest military muscle flexing against Taiwan.
[Channel News Asia]
Earlier last week, an US navy warship sailed through the Taiwan Strait, described by Washington as a underscoring the “US commitment to a
free and open Indo-Pacific”. [South China Morning Post]
30 July 2019

Terror attacks and high-profile arrests in Pakistan
(jk/ls) A suicide attack that was carried out a couple of weeks ago in Dera Ismail Khan in northwestern Pakistan was claimed by Tehrik-e-Taliban
Pakistan, also known as the Pakistani Taliban. The attack killed at least eight people and wounded 26 more outside a hospital. The city has
seen several suicide attacks over the past decade as the Pakistani military carried out a campaign to suppress militant attacks. It is an important
hub in the $60 billion China Pakistan Economic Corridor. [Reuters 1]
In two other terror attacks- one in the same province close to Afghanistan (Waziristan), claimed by the same group -, and one in Balochistan,
10 soldiers were killed this past week. [Al Jazeera] With regards to Balochistan, the Inter-Services Public Relations, which is the media outlet
of the Pakistan Armed Forces, has stated that "hostile forces are attempting to destabilise Balochistan province now that Pakistani forces had
improved the security situation in the tribal areas." [Geo]
In an apparent success, however, Pakistani authorities arrested the alleged mastermind of a four-day militant attack on the Indian city of
Mumbai in 2008 on terrorism financing charges. Pakistan is included on a so-called gray list compiled by the Financial Action Task Force, a
money laundering and terrorism finance watchdog. The country has been under increasing pressure to stop the financing of militant groups.
[Reuters 2]

30 July 2019

Threat of major terror attack in Kashmir
(kj/jk) Last week, reports indicate that terrorist activities during Amarnath Yatra, an annual pilgrimage occurring in Jammu and Kashmir, have
been the lowest this year. Since the beginning of the pilgrimage on 1 July, the state has only registered two terror attacks. This is in stark
contrast to past years. In 2018, 100 terror attacks occurred, resulting in the deaths of eight civilians and 35 terrorists. [Live Mint]
More recently, however, security agencies raised alert as they predict a “deteriorating situation” in Kashmir Valley. Government sources reveal
hat terrorist groups supported by the Pakistan army are making plans to launch a major terror attack on Indian territory. [India Today]
In response, the Minister of Home Affairs of India (MHA) ordered 100 companies of the Central Armed Police Forces to be deployed to Kashmir
valley immediately. These units will provide reinforcements to the security forces who provide daily counter-terrorism operations.
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Unfortunately, the influx of military personnel has caused significant anxiety and unrest amongst common citizens of Jammu and Kashmir [The
Daily Star] [The Economic Times]
According to police, a top commander from the Pakistan-based Jaish-e-Mohammad group was killed by Indian forces in Kashmir. [South China
Morning Post]

Foreign terrorists training suicide bombers in South Philippines; arrests in Indonesia

30 July 2019

(jd/kj) The Philippine Armed Forces have confirmed that there are at least seven foreign terrorists grooming local militants for suicide attacks
in Mindanao. The head of the military’s West Mindanao Command further revealed that they are thought to be affiliated across the different
Filipino militant groups from the south, such as Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters and Abu Sayyaf.
This revelation comes after a recent spate of terrorist attacks in the South of the Philippines. In January, two Indonesian suicide bombers killed
23 and injured around one hundred in an attack on a Roman Catholic church. [The Straits Times] In late June, Philippines’ first suicide bomber
killed eight people outside a military base. [AiR 16/7/2019]
Meanwhile, two alleged Abu Sayyaf members were apprehended by the National Bureau of Investigation. One is thought to be the nephew of
the slain Abu Sayyaf leader Isnilon Hapilon and is suspected of staging bombings in the capital. [Philippine Star]
In Indonesia, a militant was arrested who was making plans for bomb attacks. Police further suspect that he was linked to a network responsible
for the atrocities in Philippines, which is tied to the Islamic State in Afghanistan. The militant has been identified to be part of the Jemaah
Ansharut Daulah (JAD) group, which is known to be influenced by the Islamic State. The JAD was banned last year for engaging in terrorist
activities and having relations with foreign militants. [The New Paper]
06 August 2019

Indonesia and South Korea agree to finalize CEPA talks
(kj) Indonesia and South Korea have agreed to finalise discussions on the Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) by the end
of 2019. Both Indonesia and South Korea are also in favour for the RCEP negotiations to conclude by 2019. [Antara News] [Medcom]

06 August 2019

Chinese investment and tourism surges in Myanmar
(jk) Chinese investment and tourism in Myanmar are rising fast. The country has emerged as the largest source country for investment in
Yangon in the fiscal year 2018 -2019 and Chinese nationals are now the largest group among foreign tourists to the country, much like in many
other ASEAN countries. Western investors as well as tourists, on the other hand, are declining due to ongoing "ethnic turmoil, political
uncertainties" and "grave human rights abuses". [Asia Times]
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India accused of violating international law
(jk/kj) Pakistan has immediately condemned the move (above) to abolish article 370 of the Indian constitution.
Earlier, India was also accused by Pakistan's Prime Minister Imran Khan to have violated international humanitarian laws as well as its own
commitments under the 1983 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons. Imran Khan highlighted that India has caused harm to innocent
civilians through the use of cluster bombs across the Line of Control (LoC) near Jammu and Kashmir. He further urged the United Nations
Security Council (UNSC) to monitor the situation, which he deems as an “international threat to peace and security”. [Daily Thanthi]
At the LoC, India ramped up vigil and defence in order to foil infiltration attempts made by Pakistan's Border Action Team (BAT). Imran Khan
emphasised that India and Pakistan should allow the United States to be the mediator in the Kashmir dispute, so as to prevent further
aggression and a potential regional crisis. [News Nation]
According to the Indian Army, around five to seven intruders from the Pakistan’s BAT have been seized. The Pakistan Army will have to retrieve
the bodies on the Indian side of the LoC while raising white flags. However, the Pakistan Army and Foreign Office reject these claims, which
they regard as diversions from the situation of Kashmir. [India Today]
At this stage, it seems more likely that the decision to revoke article 370 is more domestically driven than in relation to the BAT.

India: The End of Kashmir's special status - Article 370 revoked with immediate effect
(jk) After a large build-up of troops in Kashmir Valley [AiR No. 31, July 2019] and a night where senior regional leaders including were placed
under house arrest [The Wire], the government has announced that the part of the Indian constitution that grants special status to Kashmir
(Article 370, which was key to its accession to India in 1947) will be revoked, instantly ending Kashmir’s special status. The article gave Kashmir
its own powers and severely restricted the centre's ability to rule on matters of defence, communications and external affairs. For other areas,
the centre had to get the state legislature's approval.
As a consequence of the move, Jammu and Kashmir will cease to be a state and become two union territories with a legislature.
Former Chief Minister of Jammu and Kashmir Omar Abdullah said: "The government of India (GOI)'s unilateral and shocking decisions today
are a total betrayal of the trust that the people of Jammu & Kashmir had reposed in India when the State acceded to it in 1947. The decisions
will have far-reaching and dangerous consequences." [NDTV]
Revoking Article 370 has been a longstanding promise of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party under PM Modi.
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Japan-USA Relations: Progressing trade talks
(jd) During a two-day trade talk last week, representatives from Japan and the United States have agreed to arrange another round of Cabinetlevel meetings before the end of the month in order to produce results of their trade talks by September. The trade talks primarily revolved
around lowering Japanese tariffs on US agricultural products, such as beef and pork, on the one side and a liberalization of the US market for
Japanese industrial goods, including automobiles and auto parts. [Japan News]

06 August 2019

Cross-Strait relations: China bans individual travel to Taiwan
(dql) Further deepening strained Cross-Strait relations, China's Ministry of Culture and Tourism last week announced that individual travellers
will be banned from visiting Taiwan, with the ban taking effect from August on. The Ministry cited the current strained cross-strait relations
for the move. This is the first time Beijing has banned individual travellers from visiting Taiwan since such trips were first allowed in 2011.
[Focus Taiwan]
Beijing’s move has been blamed by Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen as using tourism as political tool. [Inquirer]

06 August 2019

China-USA relations II: New trade tensions amid resumed trade talks
(dql) The recently resumed trade talks between China and the USA have come under pressure after US President Trump last week proposed
adding 10% tariffs on another 300 billion USD in Chinese imports from September 1. Beijing responded to this threat with allowing the yuan
to drop to the weakest level in more than a decade while at the same time requesting state-owned companies to suspend imports of U.S.
agricultural products.
Analysts disagree over whether the yuan’s drop reflects that Beijing has given up hope for a trade deal or whether it is a result of market
pressure. [CNN] [The Guardian]

06 August 2019

Japan-USA Relations: Progressing trade talks
(jd) During a two-day trade talk last week, representatives from Japan and the United States have agreed to arrange another round of Cabinetlevel meetings before the end of the month in order to produce results of their trade talks by September. The trade talks primarily revolved
around lowering Japanese tariffs on US agricultural products, such as beef and pork, on the one side and a liberalization of the US market for
Japanese industrial goods, including automobiles and auto parts. [Japan News]
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Japan-South Korea relations: Trade war rages on as Japan removes South Korea from whitelist

06 August 2019

(jd) As widely expected, Tokyo passed last week a bill that removes South Korea from the country’s trade whitelist of 27 countries that receive
preferential trade treatment. Refuting accusations that South Korea’s removal from the whitelist is a retaliatory meassure against rulings of
the South Korean Supreme Court ordering Japanese companies to pay compensation to South Korean victims of forced labour during Japan’s
colonial rule, Japan’s Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry insisted that bill is meant to reveal the Cabinet’s dedication “against
circumventions and other illicit exports.” [Japan Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry]
This is the first case of Japan removing a country from the whitelist and the latest peak in the frosty relations between both countries. [Business
Insider]
The removal of South Korea from the whitelist has been met with a massive backlash from South Korea. Prime Minister Lee argued that the
move “crossed a line.” [The Korea Herald] Seoul has employed diplomatic methods to condemn Japan and seek support, as the South Korean
Foreign Minister raised the export restrictions and the removal at the ASEAN Regional Forum in Bangkok as well as the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership meeting in Beijing. [The Straits Times] [Japan Today] Additionally, rallies in Seoul ramped up upon the announcement
of South Korea’s removal from the whitelist. [Aljazeera]
Meanwhile, Seoul announced to remove Japan from its own list of preferred trade partners and to fast-track a 226 million USD package which
serves to shelter South Korean companies from the massive blow which Japan’s trade measures will cause. [Nikkei Asian Review] [Business
Insider]
Furthermore, South Korea is considering to withdraw from the General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA), a military
intelligence-sharing pact between both countries concluded in 2016. [Korea Herald]
On a related note, Japanese officials ordered the removal of a statue depicting a ‘comfort woman’ in an international arts festival in Japan. The
statue was done by a Korean artist, and the forced removal has been criticised as “censorship”. ‘Comfort women’ is one of the points of
contention between South Korea and Japan that resulted in the trade row. [JoongAng Ilbo]
06 August 2019

Chinese Participation in the 2019 Indonesian Elections
(jk) This short article assesses Chinese participation in both parliamentary election and presidential election in Indonesia, which was suppressed
under the New Order regime and re-emerged after Suharto. In the 2019 parliamentary election, two new at least notionally “ethnic Chinese
parties” entered the race but both failed to clear the electoral threshold. [ISEAS] Indonesia’s largest Muslim group on the other hand, is set for
bigger role in Jokowi’s second term. [South China Morning Post]
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Progress on the South China Sea Code of Conduct Single Draft negotiating text?
(jk) At the China-ASEAN foreign ministers' meeting in Bangkok last week, Chinese State Councillor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi professed
progress on the establishment of a Code of Conduct (COC) in the South China Sea through the cooperation between ASEAN member states
and China. The first reading of the COC Single Draft Negotiating Text was finished ahead of schedule and negotiators are hoping to finalise
negotiations of this first draft by the end of the year. [Philippine News Agency]
Malaysia, too, stated it thinks one is able to secure an agreement with China to resolve tensions in the South China Sea. According to Malaysia’s
Foreign Minister, there is much hope that a code of conduct for the area will be formulated by the three-year deadline, or even earlier. He is
also confident that the United States and other superpowers will adhere to the code of conduct once it rolls out. [Bloomberg] [Free Malaysia
Today]
This, in a way, is good news. Progress on this matter is not only desperately needed, but should also be welcomed. Nonetheless, the somehow
awkward wording of this "first reading" of a "single draft negotiating text" of a potential COC already gives away some of the problems this
endeavour is faced with.
While Beijing tries to create a narrative that in particular since the 2016 arbitral tribunal decision, tensions have reduced, problems are being
managed and negotiations are moving ahead between China and the other claimant states, actual facts, such as the continuation of Chinese
military deployments, its ever increasing use of maritime militia forces, the ongoing problems with Vietnam [AiR No. 29,30,31, July/2019]
[Reuters] and the Philippines [Yahoo] in particular, or the increase of Vietnam's and the Philippines' coastal guard fleets of late [AiR No.30,
July/2019], strongly point into a different direction.
Philippine and Chinese foreign ministers met at the side-lines of the forum to finalise a proposal for a joint exploration in the South China Sea,
otherwise referred to as the ‘West Philippine Sea’. Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary Locsin reassured Filipino citizens that the deal will occur
based on Philippines’ interests, but he also stated the Chinese terms of reference on the deal were superior to what Manila had proposed.
[Philippine Star] Again, it seems that the progress is aspirational at best. The Philippine constitution mandates that the state safeguards its
natural resources and while the Philippine side may be ready to invite Chinese companies to explore natural gas and engage in joint operations,
these would only happen under Philippine law and clear claims of sovereignty. At this point, it seems unlikely that China would accept such
premises. It is equally unlikely, despite the Foreign Secretary's remarks, that the Philippines will just "roll over" and explore on Chinese terms.
Another set of vague wording, like in last Novembers' MoU that finds a way to account for all interests but say very little in terms of substance
will be the most likely outcome.
At the same time, pressure mounts for Duterte as more senators issued their support for a diplomatic protest over 100 Chinese boats
“swarming” near Thitu island, a Philippine-administered island in the South China Sea where Duterte has recently agreed to conduct building
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work on a beaching ramp [Phil Star]. The diplomatic protest urges the government to take a stronger stance in “defending the country’s
sovereignty.” [South China Morning Post] Unlike other incidents, this issue has been particularly hot in the domestic discourse and has been
in the news ever since an incident occurred in which 22 Filipino fishermen, later saved by a Vietnamese boat, were left for dead after a Chinese
"fishing boat" rammed and sunk the vessel back in June this year. The incident continues to cast a shadow on Duterte's handling of relations
with China.
Whatever one may think of the proclaimed progress or of Malaysia's hopeful words, after over two decades of working on a COC, or some
version thereof, the objective observer will find it hard to believe that a COC, let alone one that will be abided by or one that actually contains
strong language on the most pressing issues such as military deployment or fisheries and resource management, is going to be achieved.

China-USA relations I: Tensions to rise after Washington announced possible missiles deployment in Asia
(dql) In an interview last Saturday, US Defense Secretary Esper stated that he was in favor of deploying ground-based, intermediate-range
missiles to Asia in the near future, albeit being silent on an exact timeline, the types of weapons to deploy and the exact deployment positions.
[Reuters]
His statement came a day after the USA States formally withdrew from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) with Russia, putting
an end to the landmark arms control pact that has limited the development of ground-based missiles with a range of 500 to 5,500 kilometers
and raising fears of a new arms race. [Euronews]
Responding to Espers’ statement, Beijing announced countermeasures in case Washington goes ahead with the deployment plans. China’s
Foreign Ministry also reiterated its rejection of trilateral talks with the United States and Russia to come to new terms on such weapons, citing
the gap between the nuclear arsenals of China and that of the other two countries. [Channel News Asia]
Similarly, Russia’s Foreign Ministry, accused by the U.S. of being solely responsible for the collapse of the INF, announced that “corresponding
steps” would be taken aimed at “parrying these threats”, while Russian President Vladimir Putin vowed that Russia would begin to develop
new nuclear missiles if the United States did the same. [Independent] [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, during Mongolian President Khaltmaagiin Battulga's visit to Washington last week, Mongolia and the United States signed the
“Declaration on the Strategic Partnership between the United States of America and Mongolia” making the USA the fifth country with which
Mongolia has entered into a strategic partnership after Russia, Japan, China and India. [US Department of State]
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Japan-Russia relations: Tokyo protests Moscow’s planned military drills off disputed island

06 August 2019

(dql) Japan has lodged a protest against Russia's plan to conduct live-fire exercises in waters off one of the islands disputed between the nations
this week, amid strained relations over stalled bilateral negotiations to resolve the territorial dispute over four islands, collectively called the
Northern Territories in Japan and the Southern Kurills in Russia. [TASS]
Further complicating the situation, earlier last week, Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev visited an island claimed by both Japan and
Russia, a move Japan’s Foreign Ministry called "extremely regrettable". [Moscow Times]

North Korea: Kim oversees weapons testing ahead of US-South Korea military drills

06 August 2019

(jd) Over the past week, North Korea’s Kim Jong-un oversaw two weapon test-firings. One was launched on Wednesday, and another two on
Friday. Both weapons tested were believed to be of the same kind of short-range missiles, and were launched into the sea by South Korea’s
eastern coast. Both test-firings, like the one two weeks ago [AiR No. 31, July/2019], were done to further pressure the United States and South
Korea to put off the joint military drill intended for later this month. [Nikkei Asian Review]
In a related development, North Korea decided to make no remarks at the ASEAN Regional Forum in Bangkok which is among those very few
multilateral gatherings attended by North Korea's Foreign Minister almost every year. The country's ambassador to Thailand attended in the
Minister’s place. [Kyodo News]
The test-firings have increased tensions in the Korean peninsula and incited condemnations from other UN Security Council members such as
Britain, France and Germany. US President Donald Trump, on the other hand, has argued that there is “no problem” with the recent tests,
calling such activities “very standard.” [Channel News Asia]
06 August 2019

EU to sign defence agreement with Vietnam
(jk) After the European Commission and the Government of Vietnam signed the Free Trade Agreement and the Investment Protection
Agreement at the end of June, a defence agreement will now been signed as well. The Framework Participation Agreement (FPA) will make
Vietnam "part of the EU’s crisis management operations", including allowing a partner country to "contribute to the operations and missions
under the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy". This is the fourth FPA the EU has signed with an Asia-Pacific nation, after Australia, New
Zealand and South Korea, but the first one in Southeast Asia. [Foreign Brief] [Asia Times]
The EU has a huge interest in a safe, stable and free South China Sea. Often relying on the US efforts in the past, it has increasingly stepped up
to the plate and become more proactive, not least due to more overt disruptions by China and a realisation that one has much to lose from a
might-is-right approach.
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Myanmar to receive its first Kilo class submarine from India
(jk) India is preparing deliver to Myanmar its first ever submarine, an indigenously refurbished older Russian vessel. India, delivering military
hardware to Myanmar with a "Line of Credit", has supplied Myanmar with “advanced light torpedoes as part of a $ 38 million export deal that
was signed in 2017“ earlier this month. [Navy Recognition]

13 August 2019

India and China agree to strengthen ties amid differences on Kashmir
(kj) This week, India’s External Affairs Minister (EAM) S Jaishankar arrived in Beijing and held bilateral meetings with his counterpart Foreign
Minister and State Councillor Wang Yi. This is in preparation for the second informal summit between the Indian and Chinese leadership, which
is projected to take place in October this year. During the meetings, a whole spectrum of issues has been discussed, including bilateral relations
and the international and regional situation. [All India Radio] [India Today]
Jaishankar also emphasised that the future of the India-China relationship will rely on “mutual sensitivity to each other’s core concerns”.
Further, both countries concur that the maintenance of peace and tranquillity in border regions is crucial for smooth progression of relations.
To achieve this, communications have been enhanced between the two armed forces, and various confidence building measures will be
enacted. [The Times of India]
At the same time, Beijing has expressed grave concern over the recent tensions in Kashmir, and reassured support for Pakistan. They argue
that the issue should be “properly and peacefully resolved” in accordance to the UN Charter and relevant UN Security Council resolutions.
However, India has cautioned China to not interfere with the dispute over Kashmir’s status, since it is an internal matter regarding the territory
of India. [The Economic Times] [Telegraph]

13 August 2019

China-Japan relations: Strategic dialogue resumed
(dql) Underscoring the recent improvement of Sino-Japanese relations, Beijing and Tokyo resumed last week strategic talks, the first in seven
years, with China’s foreign vice-minister and his Japanese counterpart Takeo Akiba meeting in Japan to exchange on bilateral and regional
issues as well as to prepare a summit between Chinese President Xi Jinping and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in spring 2020. [Asia News]

13 August 2019

Japan-South Korea relations: Seoul removes Japan from whitelist
(jd) In the latest development of trade tensions between Japan and South Korea, Seoul announced on Monday that it will drop Japan from its
trade whitelist and downgrade its neighbour to a newly introduced classification in its export control system containing countries not adhering
to “international export control principles.” The move, widely considered as a retaliatory step against Japan after Tokyo removed Seoul from
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its whitelist, will require South Korean companies exporting strategic materials and products to Japan to submit more documents than currently
three while the approval process will take as many as 15 days, compared to current five. [CNN] [Business Insider]
These trade tensions threaten to spill over to security relations between both countries as South Korea indicated considerations to withdraw
from the 2016 General Security of Military Information Agreement, the three-way military information-sharing pact involving Japan, South
Korea and the United States and providing an important framework for dealing with North Korea’s nuclear and missile threats. The collapse of
this agreement would be a big blow to the security cooperation between these three countries and strengthen China’s position in Northeast
Asia, prompting US President to urge both allies “get along because it puts us in a bad position.” [South China Morning Post] [Japan Today]
13 August 2019

Inter-Korean relations: Pyongyang continues missile testing
(dql/jd) Protesting US-South Korean joint military exercises conducted early last week, North Korea launched multiple weapons tests last week,
with two short-range projectiles missiles fired on Saturday as the latest of seven test launches within a span of two weeks. Experts believed
the latest tested weapons to be a new type of surface-to-surface missiles resembling US Army's tactical missiles. [JoongAng Ilbo] [Hankyoreh]
For an account of types of the tested missiles see [The Diplomat].
Amid these testing, the Pentagon announced that the US government approved the sale of helicopters worth 800 million USD to South Korea
. The sale includes 12 MH-60R Multi-Mission Seahawk Helicopters and extensive associated radar, communications and weaponry equipment.
[Channel News Asia]

Papua New Guinea asks China to refinance its national debt as Beijing influence grows in Pacific Islands
(jk) In what suggests a "significant shift in the relationship between Australia and Papua New Guinea and Papua New Guinea and China", the
new PM of PNG [AiR 1/6/19] has asked China to refinance its debts, which are more than 30% of GDP. Australia is the country's largest aid
donor and most important ally, but China has over the past years steadily increased its influence there and in other Pacific island nations. [The
Guardian]
According to a recent [RAND report], China has been increasing its influence steadily over the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), the
Marshall Islands and Palau (the three make up the Freely Associated States (FAS)), aiming to gain access to their strategically important waters,
just north of PNG. The move to refinance PNG debts is feared to amplify these efforts, as well as attract the attention of close-by nations such
as Tonga and Vanuatu, both geopolitically relevant locations.
As of yet, the US claims exclusive rights to the waters of the FAS under the Compacts of Free Association agreement, which grants exclusive
military use of the waters around the FAS, crucially, including the ability to deny access to foreign militaries. The agreement is tied to economic
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support, set to expire in 2023 and so China is seen to be wanting to get a foot in the door, especially if the US is seen to discontinue appropriate
levels of funding. [South China Morning Post]
Last week, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo visited the Federated States of Micronesia, following on from a visit by FSM state leaders to
Washington in May. The US has many options to avoid letting China fill the void and replace US influence there, including indefinite financial
support, joining Japan to implement infrastructure development efforts, expose corruption and expanding military presence. [Asia Times]
13 August 2019

46 countries sign international mediation treaty
(kj) Since the opening for signatures on 7th August in Singapore, 46 countries have signed the United Nations (UN) Convention on International
Settlement Agreements Resulting from Mediation. The treaty is also known as the Singapore Convention, due to Singapore’s integral role in
drafting the treaty. Before the treaty, mediated settlement agreements following a dispute cannot be implemented across country borders.
Signatories will now have to see to it that their courts enforce international commercial settlement agreements. Another key aim of the treaty
is to boost business confidence by establish a global framework in which international disputes can be resolved through mediation instead of
bringing them to court. [The Business Times] [Xin Hua Net] [Euro News]
Singapore Prime Minister Lee remarked that the widespread support for the treaty shows that countries endorse multilateralism, and have
the ability of attaining consensus. The treaty is also regarded as crucial, given that the rules-based international order is currently under threat.
Singapore expects the convention to take effect quickly. [The Straits Times] [Channel News Asia][Mothership]

13 August 2019

EU's Mogherini concludes bilateral visit to the Maldives
(jk) Following the revocation of the framework for restrictive measures against the Maldives after peaceful and democratic parliamentary
elections in April, the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Federica Mogherini, visited the
Maldives last week. The two sides discussed the enhancement of bilateral ties. [European Union External Action Service]

13 August 2019

Inter-Korean relations: Pyongyang continues missile testing
(dql/jd) Protesting US-South Korean joint military exercises conducted early last week, North Korea launched multiple weapons tests last week,
with two short-range projectiles missiles fired on Saturday as the latest of seven test launches within a span of two weeks. Experts believed
the latest tested weapons to be a new type of surface-to-surface missiles resembling US Army's tactical missiles. [JoongAng Ilbo] [Hankyoreh]
For an account of types of the tested missiles see [The Diplomat].
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Amid these testing, the Pentagon announced that the US government approved the sale of helicopters worth 800 million USD to South Korea
. The sale includes 12 MH-60R Multi-Mission Seahawk Helicopters and extensive associated radar, communications and weaponry equipment.
[Channel News Asia]

Japan cautious about joining US-led maritime security initiative in Strait of Hormuz

13 August 2019

(jd) Japan faces increasing pressure from the United States to send ships to the Strait of Hormuz as part of an joint military effort, dubbed
'Operation Sentinel', to protect shipping in this strategically highly important sea passage linking the Persian Gulf with the open ocean. Amidst
heightening tensions between the US and Iran, Tokyo appears to be cautious about Washington’s request due to its friendly relations with
Tehran, with Abe hoping to discuss the issue with U.S. President Donald Trump on the sidelines of the G7 summit in France later this month
and a possible final decision dependent on how other U.S. allies opt to proceed. [Japan Today]
Seoul, meanwhile, dispatched new troops to the Gulf of Aden for anti-piracy efforts, amid speculation that these troops could also engage in
US-led missions to secure passage of ships through the Strait of Hormuz. [Yonhap News Agency]
13 August 2019

Continuing protest against Chinese presence in South China Sea EEZs
(jk) Ahead of President Duterte’s visit to Beijing later this month, the president will lodge another protest against the presence of two Chinese
vessels in the country’s exclusive economic zone with the Chinese government. This would be the third such diplomatic protest within a week.
Duterte, trying to appease his local critics, said he would formally raise the issue of international arbitration in the South China Sea during his
meeting with Xi Jinping in Beijing. [The Straits Times]
As reports of Chinese survey ships in the South China Sea region increase, Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin is set to include Chinese
vessels in the ban on such vessels. As of yet, the ban encompasses such vessels from France and Japan, and the Foreign Affairs Secretary plans
to universalise the ban to ensure equal treatment across different countries. [Philippine Star]
Referring to the stand-off between Chinese and Vietnamese vessels near an oil block in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone, involving a Chinese
survey vessel escorted by coast guard vessels [AiR No. 29,30,31, July/2019] some observers fear that "[t]he current standoff serves as proof
that Chinese coercion will continue and that the COC process makes no difference in Beijing’s plans to dominate the South China Sea." [Asia
Maritime Transparency Initiative]
Nonetheless, Vietnam is taking a slightly stronger stance on this occasion. Instead of keeping to quiet negotiations and concessions, Hanoi
eventually publicised the event and rallied some international support. Support came, not only from the traditional allies and forces that
usually speak up for a free and open South China Sea, but interestingly, also - if indirectly- from Russia. Unlike in the past, when Vietnam quietly
scrapped drilling ventures with the Spanish energy firm Repsol, the Russian government's Rosneft has kept drilling inside the contested areas
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of the SCS. Russian companies are, in fact, "the only ones currently producing at the country’s [Vietnam's] behest within the nine-dash line".
[Foreign Policy]
The Chinese survey ship at the heart of the stand-off has left Vietnam's EEZ for now, [Vietnam News] but it is far from clear at this stage
whether it will come back. And if it - or another ship- does, it is also far from clear what options beyond diplomatic protest Vietnam is willing
to explore.
Amid these tensions, the USA - in a show of force aimed at China - last week sent its nuclear-powered aircraft carrier Ronald Reagan to the
Philippines, carrying about 70 supersonic F/A-18 jets, spy planes and helicopters. According to the US Navy, the port call was to demonstrate
“the strong community and military connections between the Philippines and the United States.” [Military Times] [South China Morning Post]
13 August 2019

Japan-South Korea relations: Seoul removes Japan from whitelist
(jd) In the latest development of trade tensions between Japan and South Korea, Seoul announced on Monday that it will drop Japan from its
trade whitelist and downgrade its neighbour to a newly introduced classification in its export control system containing countries not adhering
to “international export control principles.” The move, widely considered as a retaliatory step against Japan after Tokyo removed Seoul from
its whitelist, will require South Korean companies exporting strategic materials and products to Japan to submit more documents than currently
three while the approval process will take as many as 15 days, compared to current five. [CNN] [Business Insider]
These trade tensions threaten to spill over to security relations between both countries as South Korea indicated considerations to withdraw
from the 2016 General Security of Military Information Agreement, the three-way military information-sharing pact involving Japan, South
Korea and the United States and providing an important framework for dealing with North Korea’s nuclear and missile threats. The collapse of
this agreement would be a big blow to the security cooperation between these three countries and strengthen China’s position in Northeast
Asia, prompting US President to urge both allies “get along because it puts us in a bad position.” [South China Morning Post] [Japan Today]

20 August 2020

Bangladesh and Myanmar planning to send back thousands of Rohingya
(jk) The governments of Myanmar and Bangladesh agreed to begin the process of repatriation of some Rohingya Muslims from refugee camps
in Bangladesh to the Rakhine State. 3,540 refugees have been cleared for return to Myanmar, however community leaders say they have not
been consulted and many fear continued persecution if and when they return to Myanmar. [The Guardian]
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North Korea: Kim Jong-un rejects calls for continued dialogues, turns to China

20 August 2020

(jd) South Korea confirmed that North Korea launched at least two more ballistic missiles on Friday, the sixth of such a test in the past month.
The missile launches are part of a protest against the joint military drill between the United States and South Korea which kicked off early
August and are scheduled to end this week. Pyongyang called the exercise a “rehearsal for war.” [Reuters]
Around the same time as the drills, Pyongyang issued scathing remarks towards South Korea’s President Moon’s “foolish” belief of continued
dialogues towards Korean reunification. The statement blames South Korea for the suspension of peace talks, and further rejects Moon’s calls
for dialogue towards reunification. [Aljazeera]
Relations between the two Koreas continue to frost over as high-level military officials from North Korea and China met on Friday, and pledged
stronger military cooperation between their two countries as denuclearisation talks between Pyongyang and the Washington stall. [JoongAng
Ilbo] On top of that, North Korea has condemned US plans of placing new intermediate-range missiles in South Korea. If implemented,
Pyongyang said that it will trigger a “new Cold War.” [The Hill]
Meanwhile, Tokyo has informed Washington that it is willing to provide its robotics technology for use in dismantling nuclear and uranium
enrichment facilities in North Korea. The offer reflects Japan's effort to gain a foothold in North Korea's denuclearization issue. [Japan Times]
20 August 2019

Japan-South Korea relations: Standoff in trade dispute continues
(jd) South Korean President Moon once more made an appeal to Japan to end the trade dispute between the two countries, as the two
countries held celebrations last week to commemorate the anniversary of the end of the Japanese colonial occupation and of the end of
World War II respectively.
Moon appealed for a dialogue between the two countries, promising that Seoul will “gladly join hands” if Tokyo accepts calls to resolve the
dispute. [The Straits Times] Japan’s Foreign Minister rebuffed the offer, accusing him instead of violating international law for insisting that
Japan has not compensated when a 1965 bilateral agreement was signed for that sole purpose. [JoongAng Ilbo]
Meanwhile, Japan has demanded an explanation for Seoul’s removal of Japan from their trade white list, set to take effect in September.
[The Straits Times] [The Japan Times]
Amid these tensions, on Monday Japan's government approved export of photoresist to South Korean chipmaker Samsung Electronics. It was
the second shipment of an industrial material under its export restrictions to South Korea, following the first one early this month. [Reuters]
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The move comes ahead of a meeting of the Foreign Ministers from South Korea and Japan with their Chinese counterpart in Beijing this week
to re-evaluate the three-way cooperation where they are scheduled for bilateral talks on the sidelines of the meeting. [Hankyoreh]

China-USA relations: Washington blacklists Chinese nuclear firms, appoints Uyghur-American academic as director for China 20 August 2019
at National Security Council
(dql) Amid difficult trade negotiations between China and the USA, Washington last week put a Chinese state-owned nuclear power firm and
its subsidiaries accused of stealing advanced American technology for military use in China on a trade blacklist, effectively blocking US
companies from selling products and services to the firms. [Financial Times]
In another move, also likely to increase Sino-US tensions, Uyghur-American academic Elnigar Iltebir was appointed the US National Security
Council’s director for China. Her appointment is significant as she is a member of the Uighur ethnic group, the marginalized, mostly-Muslim
community mostly based in the western Chinese region of Xinjiang where up to 1.5 million of them are believed to have been detained in
internment camps. [Foreign Policy]
Meanwhile, Beijing has released a white paper titled “Vocational Education and Training in Xinjiang” in which it informs that ‘’Xinjiang has
established vocational education and training centers in accordance with the law to prevent the breeding and spread of terrorism and
religious extremism, effectively curbing the frequent terrorist incidents and protecting” and confirms that ‘’[e]ducation and training in
Xinjiang has succeeded to an enormous extent in eliminating the soil and conditions in which terrorism and religious extremism breed,
rehabilitating those who have committed unlawful or criminal acts, and protected basic civil rights.” [Xinhua 1] [Xinhua 2, in Chinese]

China-Japan relations: Chinese fishermen instructed to stay clear of waters of disputed islands

20 August 2019

(dql) In an attempt to remove an irritant in Sino-Japanese relations ahead of the planned visit of Chinese President Xi Jinping to Japan next
spring, China has instructed its fishermen to stay away from waters surrounding the disputed Senkaku Islands/Diaoyu Islands. [Japan Times]
Despite recently improved ties between Beijing and Tokyo, it remains to be seen how effective this instruction will be as similarly instructions
in the past were frequently violated.

North Korea: Kim Jong-un rejects calls for continued dialogues, turns to China
(jd) South Korea confirmed that North Korea launched at least two more ballistic missiles on Friday, the sixth of such a test in the past month.
The missile launches are part of a protest against the joint military drill between the United States and South Korea which kicked off early
August and are scheduled to end this week. Pyongyang called the exercise a “rehearsal for war.” [Reuters]
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Around the same time as the drills, Pyongyang issued scathing remarks towards South Korea’s President Moon’s “foolish” belief of continued
dialogues towards Korean reunification. The statement blames South Korea for the suspension of peace talks, and further rejects Moon’s calls
for dialogue towards reunification. [Aljazeera]
Relations between the two Koreas continue to frost over as high-level military officials from North Korea and China met on Friday, and pledged
stronger military cooperation between their two countries as denuclearisation talks between Pyongyang and the Washington stall. [JoongAng
Ilbo] On top of that, North Korea has condemned US plans of placing new intermediate-range missiles in South Korea. If implemented,
Pyongyang said that it will trigger a “new Cold War.” [The Hill]
Meanwhile, Tokyo has informed Washington that it is willing to provide its robotics technology for use in dismantling nuclear and uranium
enrichment facilities in North Korea. The offer reflects Japan's effort to gain a foothold in North Korea's denuclearization issue. [Japan Times]

Taiwan-US relations: Trump administration approves F-16 Fighter sales to Taiwan

20 August 2019

(dql) U.S. President Donald Trump has approved a plan by his administration to sell new F-16 fighter jets valued at 8 billion USD to Taiwan after
the State Department announced last week that it had approved the sale and submitted the proposal to Congress. The sale of 66 jets would
be one of the largest single arms package transactions between the United States and Taiwan. [Focus Taiwan] [The Diplomat]
In July, the U.S. State Department already gave green light for the sale of tanks, along with a range of support equipment and arms worth
estimated 2 billion USD. [AiR 2/7/2019]

UN Security Council holds first formal meeting on Kashmir in almost 50 years
(jk) The UNSC meeting, which were requested by Pakistan and China, took place behind closed doors last week. India's ambassador to the UN
however told the press that “[w]e do not need international busybodies to try to tell us how to run our lives. We are a billion plus people”.
[South China Morning Post 1]
The meeting did not produce concrete outcomes, although it is perceived as a calming signal that the UNSC is engaging with the issue. According
to diplomats present, the U.S. and France blocked "a Chinese attempt to get the 15-member body to publicly urge parties to refrain from
actions that exacerbate tensions along the line of control". [Bloomberg]
A few days prior to the meeting, the Pakistani military claimed that five Indian soldiers were killed by return fire at Line of Control. The
incident was not confirmed by the Indian side. [South China Morning Post 2].
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India's adherence to the principle of 'no first use' of nuclear weapons open for discussion

20 August 2019

(jk) India's Defence Minister has recently stated that while India has always strictly adhered to its no-first-use (NFU) doctrine, "what happens
in future depends on the circumstances". [The Quint 1]
While India's NFU policy has long been a subject of discussion amongst those who claim India is putting herself at a disadvantage and those
who feel NFU contributes to regional stability, the discussion and the remarks in particular have received more attention since the revocation
of article 370 and 35a and ensuing tensions with Pakistan - also a nuclear armed state, but officially with a considerably lower nuclear threshold
[Pakistan's Nuclear Use Doctrine - Carnegie Endowment for International Peace]. For a thirty minute discussion on the comments by the
Defence Minister, see [The Quint 2].
Pakistan's PM Khan came spoke out on India's nuclear arsenal too. He said that the fact that India's nuclear weapons are in the control of "the
fascist, racist Hindu supremacist Modi government [...] impacts not just the region but the world". He also tweeted: "India has been captured,
as Germany had been captured by Nazis, by a fascist, racist Hindu supremacist ideology and leadership. This threatens nine million Kashmiris
under siege in IoK for over two weeks which should have sent alarm bells ringing across the world with UN observers being sent there". [Dawn]

South China Sea: Continued tensions between Vietnam and China – Protest by the Philippines
(ls/jd) Vietnam has again demanded that the Chinese survey ship Haiyang Dizhi 8 and its escorts leave contested waters around Vanguard Bank
in the South China Sea. [Nhan Dan (Official)] The Chinese ships were being tracked by at least two Vietnamese navy vessels.
Moreover, China decided to lift the annual fishing ban, in place since May, in parts of the South China Sea. This means that hundreds of fishing
vessels from southern China are likely to head for the Gulf of Tonkin and contested waters around the Paracel Islands and Scarborough Shoal.
The decision is likely to raise tensions further. Fishing rights have become one of the most contentious issues between China and the other
claimants, due to decreasing fishing reserves. [South China Morning Post]
Five Chinese warships also entered the Philippine waters off Sibutu Strait between July and August, an internationally-recognized sea lane
used for the right of innocent passage. This has urged the Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary Locsin to file a fresh diplomatic protest against
China for trespassing into Philippine waters. Locsin has urged the Department of Foreign Affairs to “fire at will” without the confirmation
from intelligence reports. He further called for more “explicit” expressions of dismay, instead of formal diplomatic language to express
protest. [CNN Philippines]
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Kashmir: More violence as Pakistan ponders referral to the International Court of Justice

27 August 2019

(ls/td) Hundreds of locals staged a protest march in Srinagar, which has emerged as a center of the protests against Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s decision to withdraw autonomy for Jammu and Kashmir on 5 August. Security forces used tear gas against some stonethrowing local residents. Srinagar is the Muslim-majority region’s main city. [Reuters]
A delegation of opposition leaders including the Congress’ Rahul Gandhi was not permitted to visit the city and talk to local people. They were
not allowed to step outside the airport and were put on a flight back to Delhi. Representatives from the media were prevented from speaking
to the visiting delegation. While the Modi government claims the situation is peaceful, this narrative has been contested by media reports of
recurring violent protests such as the one mentioned above. [Straits Times]
Meanwhile, a campaign is slowly gaining traction that calls for an Indian economic boycott and heavy tariffs against Chinese goods. China
backed Pakistan and supported an informal discussion in the United Nations Security Council about New Delhi’s controversial decision. China
is India’s second largest trading partner. However, India faces a large trade deficit vis-à-vis its mighty neighbor, a fact which may have fueled
public sentiment as well. [South China Morning Post]
Pakistani foreign minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi has stated that his country will approach the International Court of Justice (ICJ) over the
alleged human rights violations perpetrated in the valley following the announcement of the decision. However, the jurisdiction of the ICJ is
based on the consent of participating states, and India is unlikely to agree. Therefore, also the Pakistani government appears not to have made
a final decision on whether to file the case with the ICJ. [The Wire] [Economic Times]

India-Bhutan relations to cover new areas in continuation of India’s Neighborhood First Policy
(ls) India and Bhutan are diversifying the areas of engagement between the two countries by seeking to extend cooperation in space research
and technology and collaboration in the areas of education and health services. This was the outcome of Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s state visit (17-18 August) to Bhutan. Bhutan is increasingly engaging with China as well. In its search for more investment and
development in the areas of tourism, education and agriculture, the country has also been seeking Chinese cooperation. However, Bhutan is
the only South Asian country besides India that is not part of the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). [Asia Times]
Coming to power in 2014, the BJP-led coalition under the leadership of Prime Minister Modi considered fostering ties with neighboring
countries a major foreign policy priority. Since then, high-level political visits and exchanges between the two countries have become a strong
pillar of India-Bhutan ties. From an economic perspective, India has assisted Bhutan particularly in the development of its hydropower sector.
[The Diplomat]
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South China Sea I: The strategic partnership between Australia and Vietnam

27 August 2019

(ls) Australia and Vietnam affirmed their strategic partnership on the occasion of the visit of Australia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison to Hanoi.
In particular, both expressed concern about China’s activities in the South China Sea, where Vietnamese and Chinese vessels are locked in a
tense standoff in Vietnamese-controlled waters. In May, two Australian warships had docked at Vietnam’s strategic naval base at Cam Ranh
Bay as the two navies stepped up cooperation. The two countries upgraded their relationship to a “strategic partnership” in March last year.
[Reuters]
Meanwhile, the Chinese survey vessel Haiyang Dizhi 8 continued to survey Vietnam’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) southeast of Vietnam’s
Phu Quy island. The Chinese vessel group was followed by at least two Vietnamese naval vessels. [South China Morning Post]
27 August 2019

South China Sea II: Philippines focuses on legalizing sea lanes
(jd) The Philippines’ President Rodrigo Duterte is expected to sign a bill that specifically designates a single sea lane where all foreign ships
could pass, as per the UN Convention of the Law of the Sea. Under this new bill, foreign vessels that pass without Philippines’ permission would
be given “unfriendly” treatment. [Philippine Star]
Meanwhile, one Chinese vessel reentered Philippine waters despite a lack of permission because of “bad weather.” China informed the
Department of Foreign Affairs of the issue a few days after the incident. [CNN Philippines]
Duterte is set to meet his Chinese counterpart later this week. He is expected to raise the issue of Chinese vessels in the South China Sea after
multiple Chinese vessels were spotted in the Philippines’ exclusive economic zone. [Philippine Star 2] [AiR 08/20/2019]

Rohingyas refuse to return as new U.N. report denounces systematic sexual violence by Myanmar security forces
(ls) Members of the Muslim Rohingya minority are refusing to return to Myanmar without guarantees for their safety and a promise that they
will at last be given citizenship. In preparation of the repatriation efforts, Bangladesh's foreign ministry had forwarded a list of more than
22,000 refugees to Myanmar for verification. Naypyitaw cleared 3,450 individuals for "return". However, last week no one turned up to enter
the five buses and 10 trucks provided by Bangladesh. [Straits Times 1]
Human Rights Watch said, the Myanmar and Bangladesh governments should suspend plans to repatriate Rohingya refugees until returns are
safe, voluntary and dignified. UNHCR, the United Nation’s Refugee Agency, as well as Bangladesh authorities have asserted that any returns
will be voluntary. [Human Rights Watch]
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Meanwhile, conditions in Bangladesh’s refugee camps continue to be strained. Two Rohingya refugees were shot dead by Bangladesh police
during a gunfight on Saturday in a refugee camp after they were accused of killing a ruling party official. Rights activists said they believe the
two Rohingya men were killed by police in what appeared to be a staged encounter. [The Guardian]
On Sunday, some 200,000 Rohingya rallied in the camps in Cox's Bazar to mark two years since they fled the violent crackdown by Myanmar
forces. [Straits Times 2]
On Thursday, a new report by the United Nations Independent International Fact-Finding Mission was released. It concluded that soldiers
routinely and systematically employed rape, gang rape and other violent and forced sexual acts against women, girls, boys, men and
transgender people in blatant violation of international human rights law. The Mission concluded that sexual violence perpetrated by the
military was “part of a deliberate, well-planned strategy to intimidate, terrorize and punish a civilian population.” The Fact-Finding Mission will
present its final report to the UN Human Rights Council in September 2019. [UN News] [Al Jazeera]
27 August 2019

China-USA relations I: A week of tit-for-tat tariffs
(dql) Last Friday, China announced to put additional tariffs of 5% or 10% on US imports worth about 75 billion USD starting on September 1,
as a retaliatory move against Washington’s announcement earlier this month that it would impose 10% tariffs on Chinese imports worth 300
billion USD, also effective from September 1 on.
In response, U.S. President Trump said hours after Beijing's announcement that he would increase rates of existing tariffs of 250 billion USD of
goods and products from China from 25% to 30%, starting on October 1, while “ordering” American firms to find ways pull out of China.
[Reuters] [Vox]
In the light of these tit-for-tat moves, it was surprising that Trump wrapped up the G7 summit in Biarritz with conciliatory tones when he
expressed confidence that the two countries can reach a deal and called Chines President Xi Jinping a “great leader”. [New York Times]
In another unexpected move, Trump also said at the summit that he was open for a meeting with Iran's president under “right circumstances”
to discuss an end of the confrontation between Washington and Tehran over the 2015 nuclear deal. Such a meeting would be the first between
leaders of the two countries since the Tehran hostage crisis of 1979-81. Trump, however, reasserted that lifting economic sanctions to
compensate for Iran’s losses would be out of question. [CBC]
In a latest development, Rouhani, however, reasserted on Tuesday that talks will only be held after “all illegal, unjust and wrong sanctions
against the nation of Iran” are lifted, while Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif made a visit Beijing meeting his Chinese counterpart
Wang Yi on Monday after he surprisingly appeared at the G7 summit over the weekend. [Aljazeera] [Sputnik]
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Japan, USA conclude framework of trade pact
(dql) Japan and United States have agreed on main elements of a trade agreement expected to be signed in September at the United Nations'
General Assembly meetings in New York. According to U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer, the preliminary agreement is three-fold,
addressing industrial tariffs, agriculture and digital trade while tariffs on Japanese vehicles or major auto parts remain. [The Guardian]

27 August 2019

Joint U.S.-ASEAN naval exercise in September
(ls) As agreed at a defense ministers' meeting in Singapore last year, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) will hold its first joint
military exercise with the U.S. Navy in the Gulf of Thailand early next month. The drills will primarily take place off the coast of Vietnam's
southernmost Ca Mau province, where the US Navy will dispatch "suspicious boats" in a mock exercise to help ASEAN’s navies to "search,
verify and legally prosecute" the boats. [Straits Times]
ASEAN also conducted a joint naval exercise with China for the first time in October 2018 off the coast of Guangdong Province. As Vietnam and
the Philippines are in a territorial dispute with China in the South China Sea, observers say they could hope that an exercise with the U.S. will
help counter China's influence in the region. In July, a Chinese survey ship entered waters where Hanoi has several oil and gas projects in the
disputed sea. [Nikkei Asian Review]

27 August 2019

North Korea continues test firings
(jd) North Korean media reported on Sunday about the successful test firing of a “new” multiple rocket launch system. This, the media argued,
was part of an “indomitable offensive campaign.” On Saturday, two projectiles presumed to be short-range ballistic missiles were launched off
South Korea’s east coast. It was the the seventh round of testing since July, which the Pyongyang kickstarted to protest against a recent joint
military drills between South Korea and the USA. [Korea Herald]
The two most recent firings, however, were conducted after the end of the joint drills last Tuesday. This has led to analysts believing that the
drills were an excuse for flexing military muscles prior to resuming denuclearization talks with the United States. [JoongAng Ilbo]

Japan-South Korea relations: Seoul withdraws from intelligence-sharing pact
(jd) Signaling a new height in the strained relation between South Korea and Japan who are locked in bitter trade dispute President Moon Jaein announced last Thursday that Seoul is officially withdrawing from the General Security of Military Information Agreement, an intelligence
sharing agreement, with Japan. Moon cited South Korea’s removal from Japan’s whitelist as reason for the withdrawal from of the pact, as it
led to “serious changes” in the “security cooperation” between both countries. [JoongAng Ilbo]
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Japan and the USA expressed concerns and disappointment over South Korea’s move which jeopardizes US strategy in this region. [JoongAng
Ilbo 2]
Meanwhile, South Korea continues military drills on an island that Japan has claimed sovereignty to, adding even more fuel to the fire. The
latest military drills, which included the navy, air and army forces, began Sunday. Japan called the drills “unacceptable.” [Japan Today]

China-Russia relations: Beijing and Moscow aim at Washington after US missile test

27 August 2019

(dql) China and Russia have criticized the United States for testing a cruise missile with a range of over 500 kilometres on August 18 which
came only few weeks after Washington withdrew from Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces treaty which banned such missiles. Moscow and
Beijing accused Washington of fomenting tensions and stoking a new arms race by this "provocative behaviour". [The Guardian] [BBC]
According to US Defense Secretary Mark Esper, who responded to an interview question, the aim of test was to make sure that the USA “have
the capability to deter Chinese bad behavior by having our own capability to be able to strike at intermediate ranges.” [Aljazeera]
Russian President Vladimir Putin, meanwhile, has ordered an analysis of the threat level of Washington’ missile test as well as preparations for
a “symmetric response”. [TASS]
In a related development, at a meeting of the UN Security Council last Thursday, held upon request of China and Russia over “statements by
U.S. officials on their plans to develop and deploy medium-range missiles”, Moscow and Washington mutually accused each other of being
responsible for the recent collapse of the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. [VoA] [Reuters]
27 August 2019

China-USA relations II: US warship through Taiwan Strait
(dql) Adding to already tense relations between China and the USA over Taiwan and the South China Sea, a US Navy ship passed through the
Taiwan Strait last Friday. The move came only three days after the US government approved an 8 billion USD arms sale to the island’s military.
[Express] [AiR, No. 34, August/2019]

03 September 2019

South Korea and Japan relations further worsening
(jd) Amidst ongoing strained relationships with Japan, South Korean lawmakers visited a disputed island on Saturday. Known to South Korea
as Dokdo, the island is also claimed by Japan, where it is known as Takeshima. The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs called the visit
“extremely regrettable.” [New York Times]
Meanwhile, Japan officially removed South Korea from the trade white list last week, while Seoul confirmed this weekend that the South
Korean government is on track toward excluding Japan from its export control white list this month. [Japan Times] [Asia News Network]
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Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan to lose another ally this week?
(dql) The Solomon Islands, one of Taiwan’s few remaining diplomatic allies, has formed a team of ministers to talk to Beijing ahead of a possible
switch in ties believed to be announced this week. The move would reduce the number of Taiwan’s allies to 16. The Pacific island nation, which
has recognized Taiwan since 1983, would be a prized chip for China in its bid to win allies of Taiwan over. [Taiwan News]
Meanwhile, a US Navy research vessel sailed into Taiwan waters last week, further signaling a strengthening of defense cooperation between
the two unofficial allies amidst deteriorating Cross-Strait relations. [Asia Times]
The move comes after the Trump administration in August approved sale of F-16 fighter jets to Taiwan, against which Beijing announced
retaliation in form of sanctions against US companies manufacturing jets. [VoA] [AiR No. 34, August/2019]

Philippines and China agree to put aside South China Sea dispute as Duterte meets Xi

03 September 2019

(ls) On the occasion of the Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte visiting China’s Xi Jinping in Beijing, the two leaders agreed to continue dialogue, work
on a code of conduct for the South China Sea by 2021 and operationalize a joint oil exploration deal. Regarding the Permanent Court of
Arbitration’s 2016 decision, rejecting China’s wide-reaching claims over parts of the South China Sea, Duterte told Xi that the ruling was "final,
binding and not subject to appeal". Xi, however, reiterated China's decision to ignore it. [Straits Times 1]
The two presidents eventually "agreed that while their variant positions will have to remain," they should not derail the "amity" between their
two countries. [Rappler]
Despite Duterte’s strategy of rapprochement over the recent years, Sino-Philippine relations suffered a major blow in June after a suspected
Chinese militia vessel sunk a Filipino fishing boat in the Reed Bank, followed in recent weeks by growing incursions by Chinese surveillance
vessels and warships into Philippine waters. Ahead of Duterte’s visit, however, China eased bilateral tensions by issuing a formal apology for
the incident. [Straits Times 2]
The two sides are currently exploring a two-track approach, exploring first a non-controversial deal in “undisputed” areas as a confidencebuilding measure towards a brokering a more contentious deal in areas of overlapping claims, particularly the energy-rich Reed Bank. Under a
service contract, the Philippines would retain sovereignty to the maritime area and reap 60% of the project’s profits. [Asia Times]
03 September 2019

North Korea-USA denuclearization talks: Hope dwindling
(jd) On Saturday, a senior North Korean diplomat officially warned the US that hopes are fading for the continuation of the stalled
denuclearization talks. The statement came after Pompeo criticized Pyongyang’s behavior in the light of the recent missile tests as “rogue,”
which the diplomat rejected as “thoughtless” comment. [Aljazeera]
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Amid stalled talks between Washington and Pyongyang, South Korea’s top nuclear envoy is set to meet the Russian Vice Foreign Minister to
discuss North Korea’s denuclearization. They are expected to discuss how to facilitate the stalled negotiations between Pyongyang and the US.
[Hankyoreh]
Meanwhile, a US reconnaissance plane flew over Seoul and its surrounding regions in a North Korean intelligence-gathering mission stepping
up US surveillance of North Korea amid fears that Pyongyang would continue missile tests. Pyongyang defended again the weapons testing,
arguing that it is crucial as a means to defend against “imperialistic behavior,” referring to the United States’ behavior in the region. Since late
July, seven rounds of weapons testing have been conducted, primarily using short-range missiles and projectiles. [Korea Herald 2]
Complicating the situation, Japan claimed that Pyongyang is developing a new range of short-range ballistic missiles which penetrate a ballistic
missile shield defending Japan. [Japan Times]
03 September 2019

Japan urges Iran to abide by nuclear deal
(jd) During a meeting last week, Japan’s Foreign Minister urged his Iranian counterpart to abide by the 2015 nuclear deal. Both sides agreed to
maintain close communication to ease tensions in US-Iran relations which threaten to increase tensions also between Tokyo and Tehran which
historically have had friendly ties. [Japan Today]
In a latest development, Japan has reportedly decided that it will not join a U.S.-led security mission to protect merchant vessels passing
through the Strait of Hormuz, but will consider deploying its naval force independently. [Channel News Asia]

Myanmar navy takes part in US-ASEAN exercises despite existing US sanctions
(ls) Myanmar’s navy takes part in the five-day maritime exercise led by the United States with seven ASEAN navies this week. Joint naval drills
between the US and Myanmar are controversial as the US placed travel bans earlier this year on top Myanmar military figures for what a UN
fact-finding mission called the military’s “crimes against humanity” carried out against the country’s Rohingya Muslim minority in the western
state of Rakhine with “genocidal intent” in 2017. [The Irrawaddy]
However, there are growing calls to further isolate the military, expand sanctions and prosecute senior leadership for genocide against the
stateless minority. “The U.S. should be working with members of the international community to push for accountability in Myanmar, not
joining its military in exercises,” a statement from Fortify Rights said. [Defense Post]
Over the weekend, the website of Commander-in-Chief Min Aung Hlaing said a military court that visited the state of Rakhine found soldiers
had shown “weakness in following instructions in some incidents” at a village said to have been a Rohingya massacre site. Though the
investigation’s findings were kept secret, Myanmar’s army said it will court-martial respective soldiers. [Reuters]
504

03 September 2019

China-India relations: Delhi to challenge Beijing in the South China Sea with a MoU with Russia on Indo-Pacific sea route

10 September 2019

(dql) China’s is to face growing challenge by India over the influence in the South China Sea after India and Russia last Wdenesday signed a
memorandum of understanding on the sidelines of the 5th Eastern Economic Forum in Vladivostok at which Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi participate as chief guest. Under the agreement a new Indo-Pacific sea route will extend from the port city of Vladivostok, in Russia’s Far
East, to Chennai, on the Bay of Bengal in eastern India with the shipping route partly traversing the South China Sea. Furthermore, both
countries also signed a number of energy and defence deals on the same day.
In a related development, Russia's Deputy Prime Minister on Monday confirmed that S-400 surface-to-air missile systems will be delivered to
India in 18 to 19 months according to schedule of the deal India signed with Russia last October. [South China Morning Post] [India Today]
[News 18]
For an assessment of prospects and potentials of a possibly emerging third order centered on Indo-Russian lines next to the US-led order and
the China-led order see [The Diplomat].
Meanwhile, China’s Foreign Minister during his visit to Pakistan at the weekend described the China-Pakistan relationship as ‘rock solid’ and
re-affirmed China’s support in safeguarding Pakistan’s sovereignty and territorial integrity and reiterated opposition to any unilateral action
as well as the measures on Indian side that could further complicate the situation. [South China Morning Post 2]
10 September 2010

China-Germany relations: German Chancellor in China
(dql) During Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 12th visit to China, companies of both countries signed 11 deals in the areas of aircraft construction,
shipping, energy, finance, insurance and other types of cooperation. While both sides celebrated the deals and re-affirmed their commitment
to multilateralism and free trade, German-Chinese trade relations are burdened by Berlin’s move last year to lower the threshold at which the
German government can launch security probes into acquisitions by foreign companies, leading to a sharp fall in Chinese investments in
Germany. [Financial Times]
Apart from witnessing the signing of these deals, Merkel exchanged with Chinese Premier Li Keqiang on the Hong Kong protests. While the
former called for the protection of the rights and freedoms of Hong Kong residents and a peaceful resolution of the crisis, the latter stressed
that the “Chinese people have the capability and wisdom to manage well our own affairs.” [South China Morning Post]
In a related development, Beijing has lodged representations with Germany after the German Foreign Minister met today with Joshua Wong
in Germany, one of the leaders of the Hong Kong protest movement. [Channel News Asia]
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South Korean-Japan relations: South Korean city parliaments enact ordinances labeling Japanese companies as ‘war crime 10 September 2019
companies’
(dql/jd) Deepening strained relations between South Korea and Japan over historical, territorial and trade disputes, the parliaments of the two
largest South Korean cities Seoul and Busan have approved non-binding ordinances to label Japanese companies accused of employing forced
labor or producing military supplies during World War II as ‘war crimes companies’. The measure targets 284 Japanese companies. Mayors and
other officials of the cities are requested not to by products from them in the future. [Japan Today]
The measure is the latest round in the ongoing anti-Japan boycott drive in South Korea triggered by Tokyo's move in August to remove Seoul
from Japan’s trade white list which is seen by South Koreans as a retaliatory response to rulings of the South Korean Supreme Court ordering
Japanese companies to pay compensation to victims of forced labor during the Japanese rule over the Korean peninsula. [Strait Times]

10 September 2019

South Korea affirms ties with Russia, Central European nations
(jd) During the Korea-Russia Local Cooperation Forum on Friday, local governments from South Korea and Russia agreed to expand cooperation
between their two nations, with focus on trade, education, economic, science. Both sides also agreed to improve transportation and logistics
between the two nations. [Korea Herald]
Meanwhile, at the Seoul Defense Dialogue, South Korean vice defense minister met with his counterparts from countries of the Visegrad group,
Slovenia, Hungary, Czech Republic and Poland. The countries agreed to boost multilateral cooperation and improve defense fields, particularly
in cybersecurity. [Yonhap]

South Korea's New Southern Policy: Moon strengthens ties with Thailand, Myanmar and Laos
(jk/dql) In a move to push for South Korea's New Southern Policy and to strengthen the country's strategic partnership with Southeast Asian
countries President Moon Jae-in's last week completed a three-nation Southeast Asia tour, including Thailand, Myanmar and Laos.
South Korea and Thailand vowed to enhance cooperation on issues ranging from security to economics as part of efforts to promote ties
between the East and Southeast Asian regions. Both sides also agreed to seek the conclusion of negotiations for the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) by the end of this year, apart from concluding six Memorandums of Understanding covering smart cities, Industry
4.0, education; water development; rail, transport and infrastructure development; and military cooperation. [Bangkok Post]
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Myanmar and South Korea also signed a number of Memorandums of Understanding and at least one agreement on financial, trade and
investment cooperation and infrastructure projects during a three-day visit by the South Korean President last week who was in the country
advancing South Korea's New Southern Policy. [The Irrawady]
A framework agreement has been signed under which South Korea will provide US$1 billion to Myanmar which has said will focus the
investment on infrastructure projects. [Myanmar Times]
However, a series of coordinated attacks as reported previously [AiR 34, August/2019, 3] in Mandalay and Shan State has not only brought
about disruption in trade between Myanmar and China in particular, but also pointed to the difficulties with foreign investment in a country
where a peace deal between the government and several rebel groups seems as far out of reach as ever.
In Vientiane, Moon pledged to elevate ties between South Korea and Laos by providing assistance to South Korean companies to encourage
them to invest more in hydropower, renewable energy, smart cities, digital infrastructure and water resource development in the Southeast
Asian country. Moon is the first South Korean President to make a state visit to Laos. [Korea Times]
10 September 2019

Mongolia and Russia elevate ties to comprehensive strategic partnership
(dql) Mongolia and Russia have lifted their relationship to the level of a comprehensive strategic partnership after Russian President Vladimir
Putin and his Mongolian counterpart, Khaltmaagiin Battulga, signed a permanent treaty on friendship during the former's visit to Ulan Bator
last week. Both leaders celebrated the begin of a new era in their countries' relationship with Putin highlighting the opportunity to expand
cooperation in all areas on the basis of the treaty. He further described anti-terrorism and military-technical cooperation between both
countries as a significant contribution to ensuring security in Asia. [TASS]

Kashmir: Tensions remain high as tit-for-tat between India and Pakistan continues
(ls) Amid a growing crackdown across Kashmir, Indian authorities have imposed curfews in several parts of the territory which is contested by
Pakistan. Authorities tightened restrictions after police clashed with Shiite mourners during a banned religious procession. The security
situation has deteriorated since India withdrew Kashmir’s special autonomous status by revoking Article 370 of the Indian Constitution,
deployed troops in the Kashmir valley, restricted movements and cut off communication. [DW]
In the continued tit-for-tat between the two South Asian nuclear states, Pakistan refused a request by India’s President Ram Nath Kovind to
fly through its airspace due to New Delhi’s recent “behavior”. Such permissions are usually granted. In August, Islamabad had already
downgraded its diplomatic ties with India, expelling the Indian envoy, suspending trade and calling back its ambassador. [Al Jazeera]
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Earlier this week, Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan said, “We are prepared to give the enemy the fullest possible response. Failing, the
world community will be responsible for the catastrophic aftermath.” [Reuters]
10 September 2019

Indian Ocean Conference in the Maldives
(ls) The fourth Indian Ocean Conference 2019 took place this week in the Maldives. It was also attended by the Maldives’ President Ibrahim
Mohamed Solih, Sri Lankan Prime Minister Ranil Wikremesighe, Singaporean Minister of Foreign Affairs Vivian Balakrishnan and Indian External
Affairs Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar. The focal points of the conference were marine ecology, terrorism and navigational security. [The
Edition]
On the sidelines of the conference, India and the Maldives signed a Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty (MLAT) on criminal matters with the
objective to enhance effectiveness in investigation and prosecution of crime through cooperation. India will also assist the Maldivian
government against growing Islamist radicalization and institutionalized corruption that gathered momentum during the previous Yameen
regime. [Asia Times]
Sri Lankan Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe on Tuesday addressed the Maldives parliament during his official visit to the country. Several
agreements of cooperation in visa facilitation, water supply, youth development, vocational training, higher education and social
empowerment were signed on the occasion. The Maldives is the third largest export destination for Sri Lanka among South Asian nations after
India and Pakistan. [Maldives Independent]

10 September 2019

China offers funds for Philippines infrastructure drive
(jd) As China-Philippine relations continue to sour over China’s increased presence along the disputed islets in the South China Sea, China has
pledged to help fund a $169 billion infrastructure renewal drive.
This offer comes a week after Philippine President Duterte met with Chinese President Xi and Chinese Premier Li. During the meeting, Xi also
mentioned that this should be accompanied with China’s Belt and Road Initiative. [VOA News] [AiR 36, September/2019, 1]

China-India relations: Delhi to challenge Beijing in the South China Sea with a MoU with Russia on Indo-Pacific sea route
(dql) China’s is to face growing challenge by India over the influence in the South China Sea after India and Russia last Wdenesday signed a
memorandum of understanding on the sidelines of the 5th Eastern Economic Forum in Vladivostok at which Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi participate as chief guest. Under the agreement a new Indo-Pacific sea route will extend from the port city of Vladivostok, in Russia’s Far
East, to Chennai, on the Bay of Bengal in eastern India with the shipping route partly traversing the South China Sea. Furthermore, both
countries also signed a number of energy and defence deals on the same day.
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In a related development, Russia's Deputy Prime Minister on Monday confirmed that S-400 surface-to-air missile systems will be delivered to
India in 18 to 19 months according to schedule of the deal India signed with Russia last October. [South China Morning Post] [India Today]
[News 18]
For an assessment of prospects and potentials of a possibly emerging third order centered on Indo-Russian lines next to the US-led order and
the China-led order see [The Diplomat].
Meanwhile, China’s Foreign Minister during his visit to Pakistan at the weekend described the China-Pakistan relationship as ‘rock solid’ and
re-affirmed China’s support in safeguarding Pakistan’s sovereignty and territorial integrity and reiterated opposition to any unilateral action
as well as the measures on Indian side that could further complicate the situation. [South China Morning Post 2]
10 September 2019

Japan-Russia relations: Deadlock over territorial dispute continues
(dql) Japan and Russia remain deadlocked over their territorial dispute over four Japanese-claimed, Russian-held islands off Hokkaido as a
meeting between Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and Russian President Vladimir Putin last week on the sidelines of the 5th Eastern
Economic Forum in Vladivostok ended without yielding any substantial results. Furthermore, the Russian President cited Japan’s security
alliance with the United States as an obstacle to a peace treaty between both countries. [Reuters]

North Korea: UN warns against Pyongyang’s cyberattacks on cryptocurrency exchanges amid plans for resumption of de- 10 September 2019
nuclearizations talks
(dql/jd) Amid stalled U.S.-North Korean denuclearization negotiations, the UN Security Council released a report which accuses Pyongyang of
“us[ing] cyberspace to launch increasingly sophisticated attacks to steal funds from financial institutions and cryptocurrency exchanges to
generate income”. The report also suggests that North Korea continues to advance its nuclear and missile programs referring to Pyongyang’s
recent missile tests. [United Nations]
Despite these findings, the resumption of denuclearization talks between Washington and Pyongyang seems to be within reach. While US
Secretary of State Pompeo affirmed North Korea’s right to defend itself and assured Pyongyang of Washington's security guarantees in case
the regime would scrap nuclear weapons program. In response, North Korea voiced willingness to engage in "comprehensive discussions" with
the United States in late September at a time and place agreed between both sides. Pyongyang, however, insists that Washington would have
to “come out with an alternative based on a calculation method that serves both sides’ interests and is acceptable to us." [Yonhap] [Aljazeera]
Shortly after this statement, North Korea fired two unknown projectiles from South Pyongan Province toward the sea off North Korea's east
coast, as confirmed by South Korea's Joint Chiefs of Staff. [Voice of America]
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Cambodia: Two Indian naval ships dock in Sihanoukville
(jk) Amid much discussion on Cambodia's ever-closer relationship with the PRC, two Indian naval vessels arrived for a four-day goodwill visit
to Sihanoukville harbour at the end of last month, intended to boost bilateral ties between Cambodia and India. The two countries held a joint
maritime exercise this week. [Khmer Times 1, Khmer Times 2]

17 September 2019

Japan-South Korea: Trade dispute reaches WTO
(dql) The World Trade Organization has disclosed that South Korea has lodged a complaint against Japan’s imposition of tighter controls on
exports of semiconductor materials to South Korea. The complaint argues that Tokyo’s measure lacks any legitimate export control
considerations and is politically motivated. Japan denies these claims, insisting that the measure is in line with WTO rules. [Japan Times]

Russia and India discussing local production of S400s and use of national currencies

17 September 2019

(jk) In the latest development of the significant India-Russia defence deal surrounding the S-400 Air Defense System, Moscow and New Delhi
are now also discussing possibilities of local production of some of the weapon's system. [Money Control]
Additionally, earlier this month, Modi attended the Eastern Economic Forum (EEF) in Vladivostok. At the forum, he met Russian President Putin
who remarked upon the importance of using national currencies for mutual settlements. “We consider the introduction of the practice of using
national currencies in our settlements to be a key component of the work with our Indian partners, as well as ensuring smooth interbank
transactions, which would help India join the Bank of Russia financial message transfer system,” he said. [Russia Today]
17 September 2019

Sri Lanka's Hambantota Port links up with Ranong Port in Thailand
(jk) The Hambantota International Port of Sri Lanka has signed an agreement for port-to-port cooperation with the Ranong Port in Thailand, in
order to build synergies under the framework of the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC).
[MenaFN]

17 September 2019

Beijing hosts Balochistan leaders to gain support for CPEC
(jk) Earlier this month, China invited a delegation of political and tribal leaders from Balochistan to China. Beijing is looking to promote its
infrastructure push in the region after it has experienced significant blow-back as regularly documented in previous issues of Asia in Review.
After the visit, it was reported by pro-China outlets that the Balochistan leaders had vowed to protect CPEC in their region, but only time will
tell if there is anything substantial to this unlikely claim. [Nikkei Asian Review]
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China-USA relations: Beijing clashes with Washington over UNAMA resolution while engaging with Moscow in massive military 17 September 2019
exercise
(dql) The United Nations Security Council has again become the arena of Chinese-US tensions. China and Russia clashed with the US and other
United Nations Security Council members on Monday as Beijing insisted on including a reference to its Belt and Road Initiative in a resolution
on the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) as condition for it not vetoing the extension of the mission’s six-month
mandate expiring on Tuesday.
UNAMA is a political UN mission established at the request of the Afghan government to assist it and the people of country in building up the
foundations for sustainable peace and development.
While resolutions in the past years all contained a wording welcoming and calling for efforts – among them China’s Belt and Road initiative –
to facilitate trade and transit, the United States and other Western council members demanded the removal of the language during the
mandate renewal talks in March, with Washington accusing Beijing of pursuing a resolution on “Chinese national political priorities rather than
the people of Afghanistan”. The ensuing standoff resulted in the renewal of the mandate for only six-month instead of one year. [Reuters]
[South China Morning Post]
Passage of a resolution requires nine votes in favor, in addition to no vetoes by the United States, China, France, Russia and Britain.
China’s threat to veto the current German-Indonesian draft resolution comes a week after US President Trump’s cancellation of planned secret
talks between Washington and the Taliban following a Taliban suicide attack in Kabul early September killing a US service member and days
ahead of the trip of a Chinese delegation to Washington this week to prepare face-to-face trade talks between Chinese Vice-Premier Liu He,
US Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer and US Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin in October. [BBC] [CNBC]
Sending a powerful signal to the USA and the West, Russia, meanwhile, launched on Monday the massive six-day military exercise Center-2019
with participation of China, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, involving 128,000 military personnel, more than
20,000 weapons and military equipment, about 600 aircraft and up to 15 ships and support vessels. [Radio Free Europe]
17 September 2019

China’s new supersonic spy drone unveiled
(dql) Photographs have unveiled for the first time China’s new supersonic spy drone displayed during a rehearsal for the National Day military
parade on October 1 which marks the 70th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China. Among the two types of unmanned
aerial vehicle shown on the photos was the DR-8 or Wuzhen 8 which, according to experts, would be expected to play a key role in case of a
conflict with US aircraft carrier strike groups in the South China Sea or Western Pacific. [Business Insider]
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Cross-Strait relations: Solomon Islands cut diplomatic ties with Taiwan
(dql) Beijing has warned Taipei that it will lose all of its diplomatic allies in case Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen is re-elected next year 2020.
The warning was part of an article posted on a social media account, which the overseas edition of Communist Party mouthpiece People’s
Daily is running, and comes after the Solomon Islands government decided on Monday to sever its ties with Taiwan and take up diplomatic
relations with Beijing.
Reducing the number of countries with diplomatic ties to Taiwan to 16, the Solomon Islands’ defection was the latest of six under Tsai’s
presidency, following Burkina Faso, the Dominican Republic, Sao Tome and Principe, Panama and El Salvador. [Deutsche Welle] [South China
Morning Post]
While Beijing lauded Solomon Islands’ decision as reflecting "an irresistible trend of the times", Taipei criticized Beijing for its “dollar diplomacy”
accusing it of attempting to influence Taiwan’s legislative and presidential elections in January 2020. [CNN][Aljazeera]

17 September 2019

Japan set to build up Space Self-Defense Force
(dql) Speaking to 180 high-ranking Self-Defense Force (SDF) officers at the Defense Ministry, Prime Minister Abe has announced plans to
transform Japan's existing Air Self-Defense Force into a “Air and Space SDF" in the future highlighting the need to strengthen the country's
defense capabilities in outer space. His remarks come amid an intensifying space race among the United States, Russia and China. [Mainichi]

South China Sea: New arrangements between Philippines/Malaysia and China
(ls) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte said his that Xi Jinping has offered Manila a controlling stake in a joint energy venture in the South
China Sea if it sets aside the 2016 international arbitral award by the Permanent Court of Arbitration which did not recognize the Chinese
claims. Under this condition, China would agree to be the junior partner in a joint venture to develop gas deposits at the Reed Bank, located
within the Philippines’ Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). Philippine Foreign Secretary Teodoro Locsin said that a preliminary agreement between
China and the Philippines would avoid stating which country was entitled to the gas. [Reuters 1]
If the arrangement is realized, the decision will also be of relevance for Malaysia and Vietnam, who are in similar disputes with China over the
extension of their EEZs. Malaysia, for its part, has agreed to set up a joint dialogue mechanism with China for the disputed parts of the South
China Sea. In July, China and Malaysia already resumed construction on a train project in northern Malaysia, which is part of China’s Belt and
Road plan. [Reuters 2]
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17 September 2019

Cambodia and Laos agree to demarcate their border
(ls) The leaders of Cambodia and Laos agreed to step up efforts to complete the demarcation of their border, where disputes have led to armed
confrontations in recent years. Currently, 86 per cent of the border has been marked. Cambodia and Laos reportedly dispatched troops to the
border region last month in a stand-off over the disputed boundary. There was a similar confrontation in August 2017 when Laos objected to
Cambodia’s construction of a road in disputed territory. [Straits Times]
On Geopolitical Alignments and the Future of Sino-Russian Friendship

24 September 2019

(dql) During the Chinese-Russian heads of government meeting last week in Moscow, Russia's President Vladimir Putin declared the
implementation of a comprehensive partnership between Russia and China "Russia’s unconditional foreign policy priority".
In a special feature to this AiR issue, Henning Glaser provides an account of the current status of Sino-Russian relations against the background
of what the above mentioned message of the Russian president signals to the West and what it means for global order and geopolitics in the
foreseeable future. [AiR Special Issue 39/2019]

China: European business lobby calls for ‘competitive neutrality’ of Chinese state

24 September 2019

(dql) In its latest report on business conditions in China released on Tuesday, the European Chamber of Commerce in China has demanded
China to fulfill its promises of reforming its state-owned enterprises (SOE) sector and to introduce a system of ‘competitive neutrality’ ensuring
equal treatment of state, private and foreign firms pointing to a ‘resurgent state-owned economy’ reflected in more funding, government
contracts, and subsidies provided to SOEs than ever before resulting in Europeans squeezed out and global economic standards flouted. [South
China Morning Post] [Reuters]
24 September 2019

Taiwan: Down to 15 allies
(dql) After the island nation of Kiribati decided to switch diplomatic recognition to Beijing, the number of Taiwan’s allies has been reduced to
15. Kiribati’s move comes shortly after the Solomon Islands cut diplomatic ties with Taipei. [Aljazeera] [AiR No. 38, September/2019, 3]
Meanwhile, Taiwan’s Defense Minister confirmed on Monday Taiwan’s request to buy M109A6 Paladin self-propelled howitzers from the USA,
in a move to strengthen its defense capabilities. [Focus Taiwan]

U.S. lawmakers demand end to sanctions against India as Modi joins Trump rally
(ls/td) A group of parliamentarians of the U.S. Congress have urged the government to restore trade concessions to India, saying the withdrawal
of the privilege had led to retaliatory tariffs from New Delhi which were hurting U.S. industry. In June, the United States ended its preferential
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trade treatment for India, removing it from the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) program that allowed duty-free entry for up to $5.6
billion worth of its annual exports to the United States. India responded with retaliatory tariffs on several products. [India Today]
Meanwhile, Indian prime minister Narendra Modi appeared at a rally of U.S. President Trump in Texas, sending a message of unity despite
trade tensions. About 50,000 Indian Americans attended the “Howdy Modi!” rally in Houston. The two leaders pledged to fight terrorism while
heaping praise on each other's achievements. India and the US have gradually become natural allies over the past few decades as China’s
influence in the region grows. [Guardian]
24 September 2019

The Maldives’s renewed partnership with China in the spotlight
(ls) The Maldives’ Foreign Minister Abdulla Shahid met Chinese Vice President Wang Qishan and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi during his
first official visit to China. The meeting demonstrates the importance of the Maldives as a partner in China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Under
the former president Abdulla Yameen, the Maldives forged a close partnership with China, which financed key developmental projects. The
current administration came to power after criticizing the mounting debt owed to China and quickly moved to repair relations with India.
[Maldives Independent]
The ruling Maldivian Democratic Party fears the debts to China could run as high as $3 billion and risk sinking the economy. Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi insisted that the Maldives are not caught in a debt trap and that China’s cooperation with the Maldives aims to promote the
well-being of the Maldivian people, without political intentions and without seeking geopolitical interests. [Reuters]

24 September 2019

Thai Princess Sirindhorn to receive China’s Friendship Medal
(jk) Her Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn, the second daughter of late King Rama IX, will receive China's Friendship Medal next
month as the PRC celebrates its 70th anniversary for her efforts in the relations between the two countries. [South China Morning Post]

China holds keel laying ceremony for Royal Thai Navies' first Chinese submarine
(jk) The keel laying ceremony, signalling the beginning of the construction of the vessel, was held earlier this month in Wuhan, China by Chinese
shipbuilding group CSIC (China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation). The purchase of the submarine from China was approved back in January
2017 and the first delivery is set for 2023. [Naval News]
The same Chinese company has earlier this month publicised that an agreement with the Royal Thai Navy has been signed on the construction
and sale of a Type 071E amphibious transport dock ship. The vessel is set to become Thailand's biggest warship and according to the company,
the deal will "substantially deepen collaboration in the arms trade and also help strengthen regional peace and stability." [China Daily]
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First Singapore-India-Thailand trilateral maritime exercises (SITMEX) in Andaman Sea

24 September 2019

(jk) An inaugural trilateral exercise of the Republic of Singapore Navy (RSN), the Royal Thailand Navy (RTN) and the Indian Navy (IN) took place
at Port Blair, an Indian territory in the Bay of Bengal, last week. The exercise seeks to improve maritime inter-relationships amongst the three
navies and contribute to the overall maritime security in the region. [Devdiscourse]
24 September 2019

Philippines' hedging strategy?
(jk) A couple of weeks ago, the Philippines and the US concluded this year’s Mutual Defense Board meeting, agreeing to increase joint security
activities for 2020. The activities are supposed to go up from 281 planned security cooperation activities this year to “more than 300” for the
next. [PhilStar]
At the same time, the Philippine army has signed a deal with a Chinese state telecommunication company that will allow communications
equipment to be installed at military bases. While Duterte's office insists that the fears are bordering on paranoia, many lawmakers and outside
observers are afraid of possible espionage. [Reuters]
President Duterte's behavior, bizarre as it at times is, is viewed by this pundit as a fairly traditional hedging strategy, and not as bandwagoning
with Beijing. [Bloomberg]

PM Lee and President Trump renew key defence pact on US use of Singapore air and naval bases

24 September 2019

(jk) When the two leaders met in New York on Monday, they renewed a defence pact which allowing American forces to use Singapore’s air
and naval bases. The renewal added another 15 years and extended the timeline to 2035. [Straits Times]

Pakistan refuses Indian airspace request; independence movement in Pakistan-controlled Jammu and Kashmir grows
(ls) In a continued tit-for-tat over the situation in Kashmir, Pakistan refused a request from Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to cross its
airspace on a flight to Germany last week. Earlier this month, Pakistan also denied use of its airspace to India’s President Ram Nath Kovind.
[Reuters]
Meanwhile, news of violence and use of force in Indian Kashmir is spreading. Evidence of torture is mounting. New Delhi says the lockdown,
with mobile service and the Internet still cut in most areas, is to prevent “terrorists” backed by Islamabad from stirring up trouble. India’s
national security adviser has denied that the military has committed any atrocities. [Straits Times]
At the same time, Pakistani security responses to a growing independence movement can be seen in Pakistan-controlled Jammu and Kashmir.
Pro-independence demonstrations that once attracted dozens of protesters are now attracting thousands. This may be due to fears that the
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possibility to reunify has been slowly slipping away ever since India increased its control of the divided territory and Pakistan did little to stop
it other than to offer negotiations that India refused. [New York Times]
24 September 2019

Japan failed to track recent North Korean missiles launches
(dql) In a blow to Japan’s missile defense network, Japanese radar stations and Maritime Self-Defense Force crews failed to track the trajectory
of some of North Korea’s new types of short-range missiles in a recent series of launches. Among them were missiles capable of reaching
Japan. [Defense World]

24 September 2019

Japan-South Korea relations: Seoul not invited to Japan naval review
(dql) Reflecting frosty relations between Japan and South Korea, Seoul has confirmed that it will not partake in Japan’s naval fleet review in
October, as it had not received an invitation from Tokyo. The upcoming event is expected to involve US, British and Chinese warships. South
Korea joined the previous naval review in 2015, attended by Australia, France, India and the U.S. [Japan Times]
Both countries have been locked since months in disputes over mutual export curbs and wartime forced labor. In a latest development of these
disputes, South Korea last Wednesday formally removed Japan from its list of trusted trade partners, retaliating Tokyo's same move earlier in
August. [Straits Times]

01 October 2019

China: Mixed views on the Middle Kingdom around the world
(dql) According to a new research by the Pew Research Center in Washington, D.C., released on Monday, the views of China by people around
the world are mixed. While a median of 41% in a total of 32 countries covered by the Center’s Global Attitudes Survey expressed a favorable
opinion of China, a median of 37% stated an unfavorable opinion.
Highest percentages of ‘unfavorable’ views of China are recorded for Japan (85% of survey respondents), Sweden (70%) and Canada (67%),
while highest ‘favorable’ results are found in Russia (71%), followed by Nigeria (70%) and Lebanon (68%).
The survey was conducted with close to 35,000 people between May 13 to Aug. 29, 2019. [Pew Research Center]

Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan’s ruling party reassures rejection of Beijing’s "one country, two systems" formula
(dql) Ahead of the presidential and legislative elections in Taiwan in January, in which the relationship to China is expected to play a decisive
role, the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) passed a resolution during its annual national congress on Saturday, which reaffirms the
party's rejection of China's "one country, two systems" formula. Chinese President Xi Jinping reiterated this formula in his speech on the
occasion of the celebration of the 70th anniversary of the founding of the PRC on Tuesday. [Focus Taiwan]
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Meanhwile, China and Kiribati have established diplomatic relations, days after the Pacific island nation cut its links with Taiwan. [South China
Morning Post] [AiR No. 39, September/2019, 4]

Japan-European Union relations: Tokyo and Brussels sign infrastructure to counter China

01 October 2019

(dql) In a move widely seen as a measure to counter China’s Belt and Road initiative, Japan and the European Union last week signed an
infrastructure deal centering at coordinating their repesctive transport, energy and digital projects across the globe. The agreement, believed
to be backed by a 65 billion guarantee fund, development banks and private investors, calls for “transparent procurement practices, the
ensuring of debt sustainability and the high standards of economic, fiscal, financial, social and environmental sustainability”. [Reuters] [EEAS]
01 October 2019

Mahatir calls for global support in Rohingya refugee crisis
(ls) At the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly in New York, Malaysian prime minister Mahathir Mohamad criticized the U.N. for
its “deafening silence” on the Rohingya crisis. He pointed to Myanmar’s failure to punish the perpetrators of the genocidal acts and said that
it was unrealistic to expect Rohingya people to return to Myanmar without the guarantee of a safe environment for repatriation and without
offering them full citizenship. “It is clear that the Myanmar government is unwilling to take any action to resolve the crisis”, Mahatir said.
He called on the United Nations member states to support Bangladesh which is hosting more than one million Rohingya refugees. Though
ASEAN countries pursue a policy of non-interference with internal affairs, Mahatir has repeatedly referred to Myanmar’s military campaign
against the Rohingya as a genocide and called for criminal prosecution. [MalayMail]
Myanmar, for its part, insisted that it wants Rohingya Muslim refugees who fled to neighboring Bangladesh repatriated to their former homes
so they can live in a “more conducive environment” than the one they left, according to Myanmar’s minister for the office of the state
counsellor in his nation’s address at the United Nations General Assembly. [Straits Times]

01 October 2019

Deportations of Cambodians from the United States on the rise
(ls) As dozens of Cambodians with criminal convictions are about to be removed from the United States, Asian American groups are objecting
to the Trump administration’s efforts to step up deportations of Cambodians. The deportations have been happening since about 2002, when
Cambodia agreed to begin repatriating refugees convicted of felony crimes in the U.S. But they have risen by about 280% since Donald Trump
took office and imposed visa sanctions on Cambodia and a handful of other nations in order to compel them to speed up the process. [Voice
of America]
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PM Modi meets with leaders of Pacific Island and neighbouring countries
(td/jk) Prime Minister Modi met with leaders of the Pacific Island countries on the 74th United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) session in
New York and demonstrated India's commitment to advancing their development priorities. The meeting was attended by the heads of
delegations of Fiji, Republic of Kiribati, Republic of Marshall Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Republic of Nauru, Republic of Palau,
Independent State of Papua New Guinea, The Independent State of Samoa, Solomon Islands, Kingdom of Tonga, Tuvalu and Republic of
Vanuatu.
The leaders deliberated on a wide range of issues, including sharing of development experiences for attainment of sustainable development
goals, enhancing cooperation in renewable energy, joining the newly-launched Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure, capacity building,
implementation of projects under the India-UN Development Partnership Fund and a roadmap for future India-PSIDS cooperation.
During the meeting, Modi emphasised that India and the PSIDS had shared values as well as a shared future, and highlighted the need for
development policies to be inclusive and sustainable to reduce inequality and contribute to empowerment and improvement of the quality of
people's lives. He said India was equally committed to tackle the impact of climate change and supported the efforts of the PSIDS to achieve
their developmental goals through necessary developmental and technical assistance. Modi also underlined the reality of climate change and
called for increasing the share of renewable energy in the total energy mix to mitigate many adverse effects of climate change. (News 18)
On the sidelines of the UNGA in New York, Modi also met Bhutan's PM, for fourth time in a year and following his recent visit to Bhutan in
August and Sheikh Hasina of Bangladesh. They reviewed their bilateral relationship and agreed to maintain the momentum to take the IndiaBangladesh relationship to new heights. [NDTV] [India Today]

China-USA trade relations: Fierce verbal sparring at the UN General Assembly, conciliatory steps on ground
(dql) Ahead of expected high-level face-to-face trade talks this month, China and USA fired against each other in a heated verbal exchange at
the UN General Assembly last week. While US President Trump accused China of breaking promises when it joined the World Trade
Organization in 2001 and of unfair trade practices including “massive market barriers, heavy state subsidies, currency manipulation, product
dumping, forced technology transfers and the theft of intellectual property and also trade secrets on a grand scale”, Chinese Foreign Minister
Wang Yi countered that “[t]ariffs and provocation of trade disputes, which upset global industrial and supply chains, serve to undermine the
multilateral trade regime and global economic and trade order,” adding that “China will not ever be (cowed) by threats, or subdued by
pressure." [Reuters] [Straits Times]
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At the same time, China’s Ministry of Commerce confirmed that China has resumed the purchase of US farm goods with tariffs on those imports
to be waived, in response to the Trump administration’s earlier decision to exempt many Chinese products from tariffs imposed in 2018. Both
sides also confirmed that they are in close communication over the upcoming trade talks. [CNBC 1]
In a latest development, the White House dismissed reports about Washington considering delisting Chinese companies from United States
stock exchanges as "fake news". [CNBC 2]

Japan-European Union relations: Tokyo and Brussels sign infrastructure to counter China

01 October 2019

(dql) In a move widely seen as a measure to counter China’s Belt and Road initiative, Japan and the European Union last week signed an
infrastructure deal centering at coordinating their repesctive transport, energy and digital projects across the globe. The agreement, believed
to be backed by a 65 billion guarantee fund, development banks and private investors, calls for “transparent procurement practices, the
ensuring of debt sustainability and the high standards of economic, fiscal, financial, social and environmental sustainability”. [Reuters] [EEAS]

Japan: China listed as bigger threat than North Korea in latest Defense White Paper

01 October 2019

(dql) In its Defense White Paper 2019, released last week, Japan’s Defense Ministry called “Chinese military developments […] a serious security
concern” referring to China’s “unilateral, coercive attempts to alter the status quo based on its own assertions that are incompatible with
existing international order” while at the same time “strengthening capabilities in the domains of space, cyberspace and electromagnetic
spectrum in addition to nuclear, missile, naval and air forces.” The White Paper places China ahead of North Korea, which constitutes “a serious
and imminent threat to the security of Japan,” while “Russia’s military activities are trending upward in the Far East” to which “[c]ontinued
attention needs to be paid.” [Ministry of Defense, Japan]

Japan-South Korea relations: South Korean fighter jets conduct patrol flight over disputed islets
(dql) Amid strained relations between Japan and South Korea, South Korean fighter jets on Tuesday flew a patrol over disputed islets called
Dokdo in Korea and Takeshima in Japan, which are controlled by Seoul but claimed by both. The move risks to worsen the already frosty
relations. [Reuters]
In the Defense White Paper 2019 of the Japanese Defense Ministry (see entry above), Japan upheld claims on the Dokdo islets.
Japan and South Korea have been locked in a worsening diplomatic and trade dispute which originate from wartime history and disagreements
over compensation for South Korean victims of forced labor during Japan’s 1910-1945 occupation of Korea.
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India-US to hold tri-service "Tiger Triumph'' Exercise in November
(jk) At the recent ‘Howdy, Modi!’ rally in Houston, Texas President Modi and US President Trump focused on the two countries' defence
relationship as Trump pointed to US arms sales to India to have reached around USD 18 billion over the past decade. He further announced
that the United States and India will “demonstrate a dramatic progress of our defence relationship” by holding the “first-ever tri-service military
exercise” in November. [Hindustan Times] While this is the first Army/Navy/Air Force exercise between the two countries, India has previously
trained in a similar exercise with Russia. [NDTV]
The US and India also just concluded the joint military training exercise "Yudh Abhyas", one of the largest joint military training and defence
corporation trainings between India and the US. [Economic Times]

01 October 2019

South China Sea: Statements at UNGA and related developments
(ls/td) At the United Nations General Assembly, Vietnam voiced its concerns over the recent developments in the South China Sea, including
incidents that Vietnam considered infringements of the country’s sovereignty. Vietnamese Foreign Minister Pham Binh Minh said that relevant
states should exercise restraint and refrain from conducting unilateral acts. [Bloomberg]
At the same time, the Philippines’ Foreign Affairs Secretary Teddy Boy Locsin Jr. referred to a Code of Conduct (CoC) to cover disputed waters
of the South China Sea which is targeted for signing in 2022 by ASEAN member states and China, as “a manual for living with a hegemon, or
the care and feeding of a dragon in your living room. (…) even a good [CoC] is still a Chinese code of conduct.” At the same time, Locsin praised
a “rock-solid relationship” between the US and the Philippines. [PhilStar]
Meanwhile, Singapore and the United States formally renewed an agreement of 1990, renewed once in 2005, that grants U.S. forces access to
Singapore’s naval and air bases. It now runs until 2035. Despite a strong military relationship, the two countries do not refer to each other as
“allies”. Neither do defense officials refer to U.S. facilities in Singapore as American bases. [South China Morning Post]

01 October 2019

Turkey begins construction of naval warship for Pakistan
(jk) Pakistan has signed a contract over four navy vessels to be bought from Turkey earlier in 2018. The Pakistan navy has witnessed Turkish
President Erdogan last week attending a ceremony marking the beginning of the construction of the first of the new naval warships for Pakistan.
[Geo]
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Thailand buys attack helicopters from the United States
(ls) The Royal Thai Army is set to acquire a new fleet of eight AH-6I Little Bird light attack and reconnaissance helicopters from the United
States. The deal is worth 400 million dollars. The sale follows the purchase of 60 Stryker infantry carrier vehicles in July. Thailand purchases
military material from different countries. Earlier this month, the Royal Thai Navy signed a contract to procure a new landing platform dock
ship from China in a deal reportedly worth about 200 million dollars. [Khaosod English]

China-USA relations: Washington blacklists Chinese companies ahead of trade talks

08 October 2019

(dql) Citing their implication “in human rights violations and abuses in the implementation of China's campaign of repression, mass arbitrary
detention, and high-technology surveillance against Uighurs, Kazakhs, and other members of Muslim minority groups," [US Department of
Commerce] the US Commerce Department on Monday added 28 Chinese public security bureaus and companies on a US trade blacklist
including corporations specializing in video surveillance, facial recognition and artificial intelligence. Affected companies include Hangzhou
Hikvision Digital Technology Co. and Zhejiang Dahua Technology Co., two of the world’s largest video surveillance firms, as well as AI giants
SenseTime Group Ltd. and Megvii Technology Ltd., both backed by Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba. [New York Times] [Engadget]
The move comes ahead of high-level trade talks set to resume this week in Washington.
China's Foreign Ministry criticized the US blacklist, rejecting the claims as "groundless." [Deutsche Welle]
In an earlier statement last week, US Secretary Pompeo, speaking during a brief tour through the Western Balkans, warned against “the risks
of Chinese investment and sensitive technologies” as well as of “China’s bribe-heavy strategy for infrastructure deals.” [Aljazeera]
Meanwhile, during Pompeo’s subsequent visit to Athens, the United States and Greece at the weekend signed a revised defense-cooperation
pact to increase joint U.S.-Greece and NATO activity on Greek soil as well as infrastructure and other improvements at the Souda Bay naval
base, the largest and most prominent naval base for the United States and NATO in the eastern Mediterranean Sea. [ABC News]
Pompeo was quick to reassure that the deepening defense relations with Greece, a traditional bitter rival of Turkey, was not related to
increased tensions between Washington and Istanbul in the recent past. [RadioFreeEurope]

China’s foothold in South America: Peru’s largest electric company to be sold to China
(dql) US-based energy infrastructure company Sempra Energy announced last week that it would sell its Peruvian businesses for 3.59 billion
USD to a unit of China Yangtze Power International Co. The sale includes its 83.6 percent share in Luz del Sur, the largest electric company in
Peru.
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Sempra also announced a memorandum of understanding with state-owned China Three Gorges (CTG) Corporation on potential cooperation
in supplying LNG to support China’s growing demand for natural gas. [San Diego Union-Tribune]

South Korea-Japan relations: Moon not attending Emperor’s enthronement

08 October 2019

(dql) Reflecting frosty relations between South Korea and Japan over wartime history and trade disputes, President Moon Jae-in, according to
diplomatic sources, will not attend Emperor Naruhito’s coronation on 22 October. Instead, Prime Minister Lee Nak-yon is likely to participate
in the enthronement ceremony. [Korea Times]
08 October 2019

India: No academic cooperation with China without prior approval
(ls) India’s University Grants Commission (UGC) has instructed its universities not to enter into academic cooperation agreements with Chinese
institutions unless they obtain prior approval by the Ministry of Home Affairs and the Ministry of External Affairs. The new rule applies to
Memoranda of Understanding, educational exchange programmes, agreements or other joint declarations of intent. Existing cooperation
agreements will also need to be approved. Whether the move just means a step to mere monitoring or indicates a trend toward reduced
cooperation remains to be seen in the future. [South China Morning Post]

India and USA discuss plans to advance their vision for Free and Open Indo-Pacific

08 October 2019

(td) Last week, India and the United States discussed plans to advance their common vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific region. The
discussions were held during a bilateral talk between external affairs minister S Jaishankar and US Secretary of State Michael Pompeo. The two
sides also discussed a wide range of bilateral and multilateral issues of mutual interest including the growing US-India strategic relationship
and the developments pertaining to Kashmir. [Times of India]

India-Bangladesh relations: Strategic interests more important than disagreements
(ls) Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina met with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and other senior Indian officials last week. They
agreed on the need for greater effort to facilitate the safe return of hundreds of thousands of Rohingya refugees to Myanmar. As regards
India’s recent move to identify thousands of what it says are "illegal migrants" from Bangladesh, the two prime ministers were not reaching
any agreement. Nonetheless, India is focused on making Bangladesh a central element of its Act East policy, to counter China's growing
influence in South Asia. [DW]
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Philippine President Duterte visits Russia
(jk) Philippine President Duterte went to Russia last week for a five-day official visit and meetings with the Russian President and Prime
Minister. According to a spokesman, Duterte views this second visit as a "good occasion to broaden Philippines-Russia cooperation in a wide
range of areas, such as trade and economics, defense and military, health, and science and technology, among others". [Manila Bulletin]
During the visit, the two countries agreed to explore commercial aviation deals, but relations have seen an uptick in the defence sector, too.
Earlier this year, two Russian warships docked in Manila and conducted joint drills with the Philippine Navy. While this was not the first ever
visit by a Russian vessel to the Philippines, later in July a Philippine Navy ship sailed to Vladivostok for a naval parade in the second Philippine
port call to Vladivostok after the inaugural visit in October 2018. [National Interest]

08 October 2019

Cambodia - Vietnam and Cambodia - Laos ratify border demarcations
(jk) Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen and Vietnamese PM Nguyen Xuan Phuc have ratified 84 percent of border demarcation work completed
between the two nations on their 1,270-kilometre border. [Khmer Times] Cambodia shares another border with Laos, which is also undergoing
a demarcation process. PM Hun Sen and Lao Prime Minister Thongloun Sisoulith ratified 86 percent of the border between their two countries
last month. [Bangkok Post]

China-USA relations: Washington blacklists Chinese companies ahead of trade talks
(dql) Citing their implication “in human rights violations and abuses in the implementation of China's campaign of repression, mass arbitrary
detention, and high-technology surveillance against Uighurs, Kazakhs, and other members of Muslim minority groups," [US Department of
Commerce] the US Commerce Department on Monday added 28 Chinese public security bureaus and companies on a US trade blacklist
including corporations specializing in video surveillance, facial recognition and artificial intelligence. Affected companies include Hangzhou
Hikvision Digital Technology Co. and Zhejiang Dahua Technology Co., two of the world’s largest video surveillance firms, as well as AI giants
SenseTime Group Ltd. and Megvii Technology Ltd., both backed by Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba. [New York Times] [Engadget]
The move comes ahead of high-level trade talks set to resume this week in Washington.
China's Foreign Ministry criticized the US blacklist, rejecting the claims as "groundless." [Deutsche Welle]
In an earlier statement last week, US Secretary Pompeo, speaking during a brief tour through the Western Balkans, warned against “the risks
of Chinese investment and sensitive technologies” as well as of “China’s bribe-heavy strategy for infrastructure deals.” [Aljazeera]
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Meanwhile, during Pompeo’s subsequent visit to Athens, the United States and Greece at the weekend signed a revised defense-cooperation
pact to increase joint U.S.-Greece and NATO activity on Greek soil as well as infrastructure and other improvements at the Souda Bay naval
base, the largest and most prominent naval base for the United States and NATO in the eastern Mediterranean Sea. [ABC News]
Pompeo was quick to reassure that the deepening defense relations with Greece, a traditional bitter rival of Turkey, was not related to
increased tensions between Washington and Istanbul in the recent past. [RadioFreeEurope]

North Korea-USA resumed denuclearization talks: Contrasting assessments

08 October 2019

(dql) The widely anticipated denuclearization talks between North Korea and the USA in Stockholm last weekend, the first after an eight months
hiatus since the failed summit between US President Trump and North Korean Leader Kim in Hanoi in February, ended without any progress,
at least in the view of Pyongyang which expressed disappointment over “sickening negotiations” and denounced Washington for coming to
the talks unprepared and empty-handed, offering no new ideas and “abusing the D.P.R.K.-U.S. dialogue for […] domestic political” purposes.
Washington, however, distanced itself from this assessment claiming that it “brought creative ideas and had good discussions with its DPRK
counterparts." [New York Times] [BBC]
Ahead of the talks, North Korea announced that it had successfully tested an underwater-launched ballistic missile, the first in three years. The
test is considered as Pyongyang’s most high-profile weapons launch since diplomatic efforts with the USA started early last year. [Time]

China continues to interfere with Vietnamese fishers within Vietnam's EEZ
(jk) According to Vietnamese media outlets, Chinese ships continue to harass and chase away local Vietnamese fishermen fishing within
Vietnam's exclusive economic zone (EEZ). In a latest incident over the weekend, three Chinese vessels drove away a Vietnamese fishing boat
and prevented it from fishing just over 110 nautical miles off the coast of central Khanh Hoa Province. Similar incidents keep occurring according
Vietnamese media. Last week, a Chinese speedboat prevented Vietnamese fishermen to recover their vessel after it sank in the Paracel Islands,
which are claimed by both Vietnam and the People's Republic of China. [VNExpress]
As for the broader tensions between Vietnam and China, Vietnam expert Carlyle Thayer lays out three broad options for the Vietnamese
leadership to consider: (1) continue to muddle through by “cooperating and struggling” with China; (2) back down in order to relieve
unrelenting Chinese pressure, the precedent set in the Repsol case in July 2017 and March 2018; and (3) counter-balance Chinese pressure by
stepping up security and defence cooperation with the United States by agreeing to raise bilateral relations to a strategic partnership in the
near future. [Radio Free Asia]
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China-Russia relations: Moscow assisting Beijing in creating missile warning system

08 October 2019

(dql) In the latest sign of Moscow and Beijing deepening their strategic partnership, TASS cites Russian President Putin confirming at the annual
meeting of the Valdai Discussion Club, a Moscow based think tank and discussion forum, that “[w]e are now helping our Chinese partners to
create a missile warning system. This is a very serious thing, that will drastically enhance the defensive capacity of the People’s Republic of
China.” [TASS]
15 October 2019

Are China and Bhutan close to striking a Doklam deal?
(jk) [The Print], citing a “top government official" claims that “China and Bhutan are working out something with regard to their dispute in the
Doklam plateau. The status quo is being maintained and both sides (India and China) are holding on their positions as per the de-escalation
move,” which, if true, would mean that China were to keep the territory it has "claimed" since the Doklam stand-off two years ago.
In 2017, China moved into Bhutanese territory and began building a road in a strategically dangerous location for India. Indian forces then
stepped in and physically prevented the road building to continue. After about two months, Chinese agreed to stop building the road and
retreated a couple of hundred metres. This "holding line" could now become the "working boundary”.

Cross-Strait relations: Tsai's message of defiance to Beijing on National Day

15 October 2019

(dql) Hardening her anti-China stance, Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen in her speech on the National Day last week accused China of
“challeng[ing] free, democratic values and the global order through a combination of authoritarianism, nationalism, and economic might,”
adding that under these conditions “Taiwan has become the first line of defense for democratic values.”
Tsai’s remarks come about three months ahead of the presidential election. Benefiting from the developments in Hong Kong, she is far ahead
of Kuomingtang contender Han Kuo-yu, with approval rating at 41% in latest polls. [Nikkei Asian Review]
Menawhile, Beijing has been accused of resorting to “visa blackmail” to exert pressure on Taiwan after it was reported that a US congressional
delegation was denied entry to China because a visit to Taiwan was also planned. [Wall Street Journal]
15 October 2019

China and Russia sign huge petrochemical agreement
(dql) China National Chemical Engineering Group Corporation and Russian RusGasDobycha have signed an petrochemical contract worth
around 13.25 billion USD to build a natural gas processing and chemical plant.
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This project is said to be the world's ethylene integration project, the biggest single contract in the global petrochemical field, as well as the
biggest contract signed by Chinese enterprises. [China Daily]
15 October 2019

Pakistan-India-China: Imran Kahn's China Visit and Modi-Xi meeting
(jk) For the third time in a year, Pakistan's PM Imran Khan visited Beijing last week. While Pakistan has been one of the largest recipients of
Chinese BRI investment, its financial input has dropped sharply (77%!) over the past fiscal year. [Bloomberg] Despite the economic slowdown,
China has been supportive of Pakistan, not least with regards to the ongoing situation Kashmir vis-a-vis India. The visit came just days before
Chinese President Xi was scheduled to meet Indian PM Modi.
PM Khan was accompanied by army chief General Qamar Javed Bajwa, who met with Senior Chinese Generals. China has long been supportive
of Pakistan's army and plays an active role in most of Pakistan's defence deals. A recent one included support to build and sell (not least by
handing out a loan to the purchasing party) JF-17 fighter jets to Myanmar. [Nikkei Asian Review]
The India Summit, a two-day informal summit in India that followed, saw a lot of public "understanding" of each other's policies and
sensitivities, as well as commitments to boost economic ties. The leaders addressed the trade deficit India has with China (some $53bn) and
also India's ongoing concerns over a lack of market access to the Chinese market and the Regional Comprehensive Partnership Agreement
(RCEP). The issue of Kashmir was not discussed. [Al Jazeera] Ahead of Xi’s arrival, police detained the chief of the Tibetan Youth Congress and
11 Tibetan students who were allegedly planning to protest during the visit.
On more general level, an interesting recent background paper describes how Pakistan and China are driving Indian defence policy and how
the Indian defence sector must reform to stay relevant. [KAS]

15 October 2019

Chinese President visits Nepal
(jk) After Xi's India visit (above), he went on to Kathmandu to meet and discuss Beijing’s infrastructure development programme there. Among
the more ambitious projects are a 70-km rail link that will connect Gyiron in Tibet with Nepal's capital city and a proposed 28-km road tunnel
that will more than halve the distance from Kathmandu to the Chinese border.
The visit was controversial for Nepal is traditionally a close ally of India and this was the first such visit in over two decades. The geopolitical
and domestic political shifts of late are affecting Nepal which is looking to diversify its external relations.
Xi and Nepal's President Bidya Devi Bhandari announced a "strategic partnership of cooperation featuring ever-lasting friendship for
development and prosperity”. A number of MoUs were signed, in addition to a promise of investing around US$500 million in different
development projects. [India Today]
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An additional point of contention is the fact that Nepal is home to thousands of exiled Tibetans, who are facing and increasingly tough
communist government that is moving closer to Beijing and "would never allow any anti-Chinese forces to operate in Nepal". [South China
Morning Post 1] [South China Morning Post 2]

RCEP negotiations in Bangkok struggling to accommodate India’s demands

15 October 2019

(ls) Negotiations on fourteen out of 20 chapters of the proposed Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) have been concluded
at a meeting of ASEAN trade ministers in Bangkok. RCEP includes ASEAN’s ten member states, plus Australia, China, India, Japan, New Zealand
and South Korea. Thailand, the current ASEAN chair aims to seal a deal that could be signed during the ASEAN summit next month. [Straits
Times]
According to observers, the main hurdle for finalizing the agreement is the negotiation position of India. Among the controversial issues are
provisions on the mechanism for investor-state dispute settlement, exemptions for ratchet obligations and data localization. Key allies of Indian
prime minister Narendra Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) have mounted a nationwide protest against the RCEP, claiming the deal
will be ruinous to local industries. [South China Morning Post]

Duterte, following Vietnam, invites Rosneft to explore oil and gas field in South China Sea

15 October 2019

(ls) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has invited the Russian company Rosneft to conduct oil and gas exploration in the Philippines,
including the contested South China Sea (West Philippine Sea). The development needs to be seen against the background that Russian
companies, including Rosneft, are already helping Vietnam explore for oil and gas in similarly contested waters. Despite warnings from Beijing,
Russian firms have not abandoned the projects. Thus, it appears that Duterte may have adopted Vietnam’s strategy in this regard. [Rappler]
15 October 2019

Power shifts between Laos and Vietnam as new dam opens this month
(ls) In Laos, the Xayaburi hydroelectric dam is scheduled to open this month. It is widely expected to reduce water, fish and sediment to about
50 million people downriver, many in Vietnam. However, Vietnam has not openly protested the dam. Observers consider that this is not only
due to the countries’ self-perception as socialist “brothers” but also because of China’s growing influence in land-locked Laos. China has helped
build infrastructure, most notably a high-speed rail line and special economic zones. Some of the projects fall under China's 6-year-old Belt and
Road Initiative. As Vietnam is witnessing the growing Chinese influence in neighboring Cambodia, analysts say that Hanoi may not want to
offend Vientiane and push it closer to Beijing too. [VOA]
At the same time, also Vietnam itself faces the dilemma how to overcome a domestic infrastructure bottleneck to promote economic growth
while fending off unwarranted economic and security influences from China. Vietnam needs private capital and technical expertise to build
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projects in a timely and efficient manner. Reserving these projects for domestic investors may cast doubt on the economic rationality of
decision-making. [ISEAS]
15 October 2019

India takes first delivery in controversial Rafale jet deal from France
(jk) India last week received its first of 36 Rafale fighter jets ordered from France in 2016 after the deal was held up by numerous allegations
of corruption brought forward by the opposition Congress Party. Although allegations have not gone away entirely, in December last year a
court decision in India dismissed calls for an investigation into the deal, saying it saw no evidence of “commercial favouritism.” [Asia Times]

15 October 2019

China-USA trade relations: Preliminary deal reached
(dql) Beijing and Washington reached a preliminary trade deal last week, with US President announcing on Friday a “very substantial phase
one deal”, adding that both sides have “come to a deal on intellectual property, financial services, a tremendous deal for the farmers - a
purchase of from $40-50 billion worth of agricultural products." Furthermore, Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin confirmed that a threatened
tariff hike, scheduled to take effect next week, has been suspended. [CNN]

15 October 2019

Two Bangladesh Navy ships in India for maiden bilateral exercise
(jk) Two ships of the Bangladesh Navy have reached India for a four-day bilateral navy exercise which will mark the first time the two navies
exercise bilaterally. [India Today]

China-USA tensions set to rise over WTO case and Hong Kong-related legislations of House of Representatives
(dql) Amid positive statements on both Chinese and US side on progress in trade talks [Straits Times] [South China Morning Post], including on
the issue of a dispute resolution mechanism, China is seeking the World Trade Organization’s permission for 2.4 billion USD in retaliatory
sanctions against the United States for failing to comply with a WTO ruling dating back to the Obama-era on tariffs Washington put on Chinese
solar panels, wind towers, and steel cylinders. [Channel News Asia]
Meanwhile, the U.S. House of Representatives last week passed by unanimous voice vote four pieces of legislation, risking to increase tensions
between the two countries: the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act, requiring the U.S. secretary of state to certify annually Hong
Kong’s autonomy in order to continue to enjoy special treatment that has allowed it to be a major financial center; the Protect Hong Kong Act,
banning commercial exports of military and crowd-control items that Hong Kong’s police could use against demonstrators; a non-binding
resolution which recognizes the city’s relationship to the United States, slams Beijing’s “interference” in its affairs, and supports Hong Kong
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residents’ right to protest; and another non-binding House resolution praising Canada’s actions related to Washington’s request to extradite
Huawei’s CFO Meng Wanzhou, who was arrested in Canada in December. [Reuters]
In response, Beijing and Chinese state media denounced the House’ passage of the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act as a
interference in China’s internal affairs, demanding the US to “immediately stop pushing the Hong Kong-related act.” [Global Times] [The
Guardian]
In a related development, China’s Defense Minister, in thinly veiled warning against the United States at the Xiangshan Forum in Beijing,
warned that “[i]nterference in the affairs of other regions, and the internal affairs of others, inciting colour revolutions, and attempts to
overthrow the lawful government of other countries are the true causes of wars and turbulence in some regions.” [Straits Times 2]
This year’s Beijing Xiangshan Forum – a conference on regional security and defence issues and China’s answer to Shangri-La Dialogue security
forum – from 20-22 October was attended by more than 1,300 people, including 23 defense ministers, representatives from 76 official
delegations and eight international organizations, as well as experts and observers. [Xinhua]

Vietnam: DreamWorks movie banned for displaying Chinese "nine-dash line"

22 October 2019

(jk) The Vietnamese government has banned screenings of a DreamWorks animated movie, after finding that the film contains a map showing
the controversial U-shaped dotted line, indicating China's claims over the South China Sea. Other affected countries, such as the Philippines or
Malaysia have also criticised or ordered to cut the scene from the movie, and after about a week, Malaysia has followed suit and also decided
not to screen the movie. The so-called "nine-dash line" is a common feature on Chinese maps and even passports, but other countries reject
Beijing's claims which have no basis in contemporary international law. [Reuters]
22 October 2019

Indonesia launches $212M International Development Aid Fund
(jk) Albeit very small in scale, particularly compared to major projects such as the BRI, the Indonesian government has launched the Indonesian
Agency for International Development, to "help reduce poverty and social inequality around the world." [Jakarta Globe]

Singapore and China sign defence agreement to scale up army and navy exercises and to establish regular dialogue
(jk) Singapore is hedging its bets and continues to strive for cooperation with both the US and China. In a recent move, Singapore and China
signed a defence agreement increasing bilateral military exercises, mutual logistics support and establish regular dialogues between their
defence ministers. The Singaporean Defence Minister signed the agreement in Beijing after it had been agreed to in principle at the ShangriLa dialogue earlier this year. [Channel News Asia 1]
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Just prior to the defence minister's trip to the PRC, Singapore's PM designate Heng Swee Keat and other 4th Generation leaders just visited
China last week for a series of high-level talks. [Channel News Asia 2]
22 October 2019

India and Philippines enhance navy cooperation
(ls) The Philippine Coast Guard and the Indian Navy will enhance their cooperation according to an agreement signed during the state visit of
Indian President Ram Nath Kovind to the Philippines. The "Memorandum of Understanding on the Sharing of White Shipping Information"
aims to facilitate the sharing of information on non-military and non-government shipping vessels. In recent months, the Philippines have, on
several occasions, blamed Chinese fishing vessels of intruding in what Manila considers its territorial waters. [Rappler]

United States and Bangladesh to conclude agreements for closer military cooperation

22 October 2019

(ls) The United States is planning to conclude a General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) and an Acquisition CrossServicing Agreement (ACSA) with Bangladesh. The agreements are meant to expand opportunities for defense trade, information sharing and
military-to-military cooperation between the two countries, which already have ongoing cooperation on the training of Bangladeshi
peacekeepers, counter-terrorism exercises, disaster response and other trainings. The U.S. has GSOMIA agreements with 76 countries and
ACSA agreements with more than a hundred. [Daily Star]
22 October 2019

Shots at India-Bangladesh border result in death of Indian border guard
(ls) In a rare clash between India and Bangladesh, officers of the Bangladesh Border Guard (BGB) killed an Indian border guard last week. After
an Indian fisherman had been detained by the Bangladeshi officers, the situation got out of hand and resulted in what the Bangladeshi side
described as shots in self-defence. The Indian Border Security Force (BSF) said the shots were unprovoked. India and Bangladesh, which
generally have close ties, share a border stretching more than 4,000 km, where clashes sometimes occur over immigration into India from
Bangladesh. [Reuters] [Economic Times]

22 October 2019

Taiwan builds Kamikaze drones against China
(dql) Taiwan is reportedly building suicide drones aimed at striking targets in China in the case of an attack by the People’s Liberation Army.
The Chien Hsiang drone targets in particular the S-400 missile system China is acquiring from Russia. [Taiwan News]
China's defence minister, meanwhile, declared on Monday at the Xiangshan Forum that resolving the “Taiwan question” was China’s greatest
national interest, adding that no force could prevent China's "reunification", while separatist activities will go nowhere. [Voice of America
China, in Chinese]
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South Korea to increase defense spending and cooperate with China in denuclearization of Korean peninsula

22 October 2019

(dql) Amid stalled talks between Seoul and Pyongyang, President Moon Jae-in announced this week that South Korea will increase defense
spending by seven percent to over 42 billion USD in 2020 to safeguard the country’s “self-determination” by “strong defense”. [i24News/AFP]
The announcement comes after earlier this month North Korea tested an underwater-launched ballistic missile, one of the most provocative
among the various weapons tests in the recent months. [AiR No. 41, October/2019, 2]
Meanwhile, Beijing and Seoul on Monday agreed on a joint effort to push for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. The agreement
was reached at the first bilateral high-level defence talks since 2014 after their suspension in the wake of tensions over Seoul’s plans to allow
the deployment of the U.S. Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missile defense system. [South China Morning Post]
22 October 2019

Japan not to join U.S. coalition to protect Middle East shipping
(dql) In an attempt to balance its relations with both the USA and Iran, Japan announced last week that it will not be part of any U.S. coalition
to protect merchant vessels in Middle Eastern waterways, but will instead send a separate force of ships and planes to guard ships supplying
Japan from the key oil-producing region. [Reuters]
In a latest development, Japan is reportedly considering sending two Self-Defense Force vessels to help protect Middle East waterways, with
the Gulf of Oman, the northern part of the Arabian Sea and the eastern part of the Bab el-Mandeb strait, connecting the Red Sea and the Gulf
of Aden, as potential locations for the dispatch. [Japan Times]

22 October 2019

China-Japan relations: First joint maritime exercise in 11 years
(dql) In a first since 11 years, Japan's Maritime Self-Defense Force conducted goodwill exercises with China's navy involving the Japan’s
destroyer Samidare and China’s guided-missile destroyer Taiyuan which tested radio communications and other coordination procedures.
[NHK]

22 October 2019

Chinese-Turkish irritations over Ankara’s military offensive in Syria
(dql) Irritations in the relations between China and Turkey over Ankara’s ground offensive in northern Syria are emerging, after Beijing last
week urged Ankara to stop its military action and to return to diplomacy. The Turkish Ambassador to China rejected the criticism and called
on Beijing to understand and support his country’s fight against terrorism. [Economic Times][South China Morning Post]
In the recent past China-Turkey relations have been burdened by Beijing’s treatment of the Turkic Uighur ethnic minority in Xinjiang.
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China to host intra-Afghan talks after 4-party meeting in Moscow
(dql) Last week representatives of China, Russia, Pakistan and the USA met in Moscow and renewed support for a “comprehensive and
sustainable peace agreement.” In a joint statement all four countries welcomed Beijing’s proposal for an intra-Afghan meeting of
representatives of the government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, other Afghan leaders and the Taliban in Beijing this week. [Voice of
America]
In early September the year-long dialogue between the USA and the Taliban was halted following deadly insurgent attacks in Kabul, causing
the death of an American soldier and others.

China angered over European Parliament’s human rights award for Uighur economist

29 October 2019

(dql) In a move angering China, the European Parliament last week awarded the 2019 Sakharov Prize to Uighur economist Ilham Tohti, a fierce
critic of China‘s treatment of the Uighur people. China, which jailed Thohti for life over charges of separatism in 2014, blamed the European
Parliament for “celebrating a terrorist”. [Straits Times]
The move appears even more provocative as Tohti was awarded the prize on the same day when Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi met with
EU’s foreign affairs chief Federica Mogherini in Beijing to discuss foreign policy issues. [South China Morning Post]
29 October 2019

Nepal refuses China on extradition treaty and is protecting Tibetan exiles
(jk) As previously reported, a couple of weeks ago, Chinese President Xi Jinping made important visits to two of China’s direct neighbours, India
and Nepal [Asia in Review, No. 42, October/2019, 3].
While Xi and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi did not discuss political topics such as Kashmir and focused on improving economic
exchanges, Xi and Nepal's President Bidya Devi Bhandari announced a "strategic partnership of cooperation featuring ever-lasting friendship
for development and prosperity”, signed a number of MoUs, and celebrated promises of investing around US$500 million in different
development projects [India Today], including US$21 million for the Nepalese Army in “disaster relief materials” over the next three years
[Reuters]. It was the first Chinese president in 22 years to visit the country, and a rail link with Tibet was one of the focal points of the visit.
Nepal is home to thousands of exiled Tibetans, and their treatment has long been an issue of tension. After the visit however, it is important
to point out that Nepal refused to conclude an extradition treaty that China was apparently after. [The Economic Times]
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Japan-South Korea: Trade dispute reaches WTO
(dql) The World Trade Organization has disclosed that South Korea has lodged a complaint against Japan’s imposition of tighter controls on
exports of semiconductor materials to South Korea. The complaint argues that Tokyo’s measure lacks any legitimate export control
considerations and is politically motivated. Japan denies these claims, insisting that the measure is in line with WTO rules. [Japan Times]

29 October 2019

U.S. suspends trade benefits for Thailand
(ls) The United States have suspended US$1.3 billion in trade preferences for Thailand because of its failure “to adequately provide
internationally-recognized worker rights”, such as protection for freedom of association and collective bargaining. The suspension will take
effect in April 2020 and covers 573 types of goods which will face a higher import tariff of 4.5%. The U.S. action comes after Thailand took
steps against fishing industry abuses, prompting the European Commission to lift the threat of a ban on Thai seafood. [South China Morning
Post]
The U.S. is Thailand’s second-largest export market. However, the Commerce Ministry said that only 0.01% of overall Thai exports would be
affected by the changes to the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP). Thai exports have struggled this year because of the strength of its
currency and the fallout of the US-China trade war. The U.S. previously granted GSP benefits to Thai products worth a total of $1.8 billion,
though Thailand has not made full use of the eligibility. [Bangkok Post] [Straits Times]

29 October 2019

South Korea’s parliament ratifies UK free trade agreement
(dql) South Korea's National Assembly on Monday ratified the free trade agreement between Seoul and London which will be effective
automatically in case of a no-deal Brexit. In case of an agreement on a Brexit deal between Britain and the European Union the FTA will be
implemented after the transition period. [European Views]

29 October 2019

Russia boosts up Philippines’ defence industry
(nj) Less than a month after Philippines President Rodrigo Duterte´s second state visit to Russia, latest developments have revealed that
defence relations between the two countries are improving. Russia is eager to provide their arms technology in order to support the Philippines
in developing their own defence industry. Though some of the defence equipment might not be compatible with the ones provided by the
U.S., the Philippines is likely to cooperate. [The South China Morning Post]
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South China Sea: Philippines lifts moratorium as Vietnam prepares for new tensions with China

29 October 2019

(ls) The Philippines will lift a 2018 moratorium on foreign scientific research in its exclusive economic zone so it can exploit marine resources.
The previous ban was issued in February 2018 on an area called the Benham Rise, which the United Nations in 2012 declared part of the
Philippines’ continental shelf. This year, two Chinese research vessels were spotted in Philippine-controlled waters, which became the subject
of a diplomatic protest in August. In another incident, the Philippines protested the presence of more than 100 Chinese fishing vessels. Earlier
this month, however, the Philippines welcomed the Russian oil firm Rosneft to explore the waters. [Reuters 1]
Meanwhile, a Chinese oil survey vessel that has been in the center of a tense standoff with Vietnamese vessels in the South China Sea left
Vietnamese-controlled waters after more than three months. According to observers, it is likely that now China will send an oil rig to drill in
the area where the vessel had conducted seismic surveys in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone, which could result in a sharp rise of tensions.
However, also Vietnam has partnered up with Rosneft. [Reuters 2]
05 November 2019

Japan-South Korea relations ready to improve?
(ls) South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe met on the sidelines of the ASEAN summit in Bangkok and
resolved to enter into high-level talks on the deepening political and trade row between the two countries. South Korea has been urging Japan
to lift trade measures it imposed after South Korea’s Supreme Court ordered Japanese firms to compensate wartime forced laborers. If Japan
agrees, South Korea says it could revoke a decision to end the General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) on the sharing of
military intelligence. [Reuters]
Meanwhile, also South Korean Minister of National Defense Jeong Kyeong-doo called for the country’s military information-sharing pact with
Japan to be maintained, saying it contributed to South Korea’s national security. The United States has also been calling on Seoul not to
withdraw from the agreement. [Japan Times]
Before, also Japanese and South Korean lawmakers agreed to work towards easing the tensions. [South China Morning Post]

ASEAN: Vietnam assumes ASEAN chairmanship under “Cohesive and Responsive” Theme
(jk) Following the closing ceremony of the 35th ASEAN Summit and related summits in Bangkok on November 4, the ASEAN chairmanship for
2020 was passed on to Vietnam. Vietnamese PM Phuc stated in his speech that Vietnam's theme for the ASEAN Year 2020 will be “Cohesive
and Responsive”. He laid out that Vietnam will focus on "fostering the bloc’s sustainable cohesiveness through consolidating solidarity and
unity, increasing economic connectivity, further intensifying the values and identities of the ASEAN Community, improving the efficiency of
ASEAN’s apparatus, and stepping up relations with the bloc’s partners in the global community." [Saigon Online]
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India effectuates Jammu and Kashmir’s end of autonomy, sparking diplomatic protest

05 November 2019

(ls) Last Wednesday, the Indian government formally revoked Jammu and Kashmir’s constitutional autonomy and split it into two federal
territories, Jammu and Kashmir, and Ladakh. The state’s constitution, its penal code and state flag were nullified. The region is now subject to
the same central laws as all other Indian territories. Jammu and Kashmir will have its own state legislature, while Ladakh will be controlled
from the capital. In August, the government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi had tabled the relevant legislation in the Indian parliament to
approve the end of article 370 of the constitution, which for over 70 years has guaranteed special privileges to the predominately Muslim
region. [The Guardian]
Pakistan’s government rejected the move and said that the latest political maps issued by India, which showed the entire Kashmir region as
part of India, were “incorrect and legally untenable” under international law. [Telegraph India] China, which considers parts of Ladakh as part
of its territory, also condemned India’s decision. A spokesperson of the Foreign Ministry said that “this is awful and void, and this is not effective
in any way and will not change the fact that the area is under China’s actual control.” [Reuters]
05 November 2019

Germany-India relations: Chancellor Merkel in New Delhi
(ls) Last week, German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s visited New Delhi and met with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The talks were
focused on trade, investment, regional security and climate change. Merkel called for a new attempt to negotiate a European-Indian free trade
agreement. Negotiations for a comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between the EU and India were launched in 2007 and, according
to information from the EU Commission, suspended in 2013 due to a “gap in the level of ambition between the EU and India.” [DW] [European
Commission]
Merkel also pledged one billion euros to help Indian cities switch to green transport over the next five years. During her visit, she witnessed
New Delhi’s pollution which, as often at the beginning of November, reached “emergency” levels. [South China Morning Post] Speaking about
the situation in Kashmir, Merkel said that the conditions in which the people of Kashmir were living were unsustainable and had to be improved.
[India Today] Shortly before her visit, almost 30 Members of the European Parliament, mostly from far-right parties, traveled to Indianadministered Kashmir in an unofficial visit. [Al Jazeera]

RCEP: 15 countries (RCEP minus India) declare they have agreed and will sign in 2020
(jk) During the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) summit in Bangkok on Monday, 15 countries (The ASEAN-ten, Korea,
China, Japan, Australia and New Zealand) agreed to all 20 chapters of the RCEP and stated that they were "willing to sign" the deal in 2020.
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All participating countries agreed to make efforts to resolve the remaining issues surrounding India's concerns, so it too, can participate. [The
Korea Herald]
Despite the positive spin on this development, it will remain a disappointment that RCEP could not be completed and signed by the end of this
year as it was initially (if very optimistically) stated.
This disappointing if not entirely unexpected outcome was underscored by the US decision to downgrade US representation at the East Asia
Summit, also held in Bangkok this past weekend. It was the first time since the EAS was established in 2005, that a country at the summit was
represented by an official below the rank of foreign minister. Instead the US sent the new National Security Advisor, Robert O’Brien, as the
Special Envoy to the upcoming EAS and the US-ASEAN Summit. [ISEAS Commentary]
05 November 2019

Chinese deal with Solomon Islands strengthens its hand in the Pacific
(jk) Chinese companies will build and control important infrastructure such as power and port facilities, roads, rail and bridges on Guadalcanal,
in the Solomon Islands, as part of a US$825 million deal to revive an abandoned gold mine. New details emerged on the deal that was
announced in September, just after the Solomon government announced a switch of diplomatic ties from Taipei to Beijing. [Reuters]
Earlier in October, it was also announced that the People’s Republic of China had leased the island of Tulagi from Solomon Islands - a
strategically relevant base for base for commercial or military activity. [ASPI Strategist]

“Phase One” U.S.-China trade agreement postponed after Chile cancelled APEC

05 November 2019

(jk) After Chile has canceled major global summits on the economy and environment in the coming weeks due to unrests in the country, US
President Trump will now not be able to sign a first-step trade deal with China as had been hoped for. US White House officials had said there
were plans to meet with China’s President Xi Jinping to sign a “phase one” trade pact in preparation for a more comprehensive trade deal next
year at the scheduled Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit. [Washington Post]
Although no alternative concrete arrangements to sign a phase-one, or any agreement at all, have been made, Chinese Vice-Premier Liu He
spoke with US Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer and Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin on Friday, indicating that alternatives are being
discussed. [China Daily] Despite the APEC cancellation, signing a phase-one deal is likely, but the question of how substantial it will be and how
fast one can proceed to the next phase, remain.
05 November 2019

U.S.-Taiwan cyber exercises open in Taipei
(jk) Taiwan and the US are hosting a multinational security exercise in Taiwan, focussing on cyber-attacks, in particular from mainland China.
In 2018, Taiwan's public sector faced "an average of 30 million cross-border cyberattacks per month [...] with about half of all the attacks
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[coming] from China“. The US and Taiwan have also invited other nations to join the exercise, including teams from Australia, Japan, Malaysia
and the Czech Republic [Focus Taiwan].
05 November 2019

North Korea launches rocket ahead of possible talks with U.S.
(ls) North Korea has conducted its third test-firing of a new “super-large” multiple rocket launcher that it says expands its ability to destroy
enemy targets in surprise attacks. The launches followed statements of displeasure by top North Korean officials over the slow pace of nuclear
negotiations with the United States and demands that sanctions and pressure on their country were eased. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, South Korean member of parliament Lee Eun-jae said that North Korea and the United States could hold another round of workinglevel talks as soon as mid-November to expedite progress before a year-end deadline set by the North. [Reuters]
The United States and South Korea are also likely to suspend a planned air force military drill for the second straight year to avoid increasing
tensions. [Straits Times]

05 November 2019

India cooperates with Saudi Arabia on security issues
(ls) India and Saudi Arabia emphasized their good cooperation on security issues, including counter terrorism, as Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi was on a visit to Riyadh earlier last week. Saudi Arabia is a key ally of Pakistan. Nonetheless, Modi said the two countries were
also in the process of entering into agreements on security cooperation, collaboration in defence industries, and that they have agreed to hold
a comprehensive security dialogue mechanism between them. Saudi Arabia last month said it was looking at investing $100 billion in India in
areas of energy, refining, petrochemicals, infrastructure, agriculture, minerals and mining. [The Hindu]

Human rights groups criticize East Asia Summit for not including human rights issues
(jk) Rights groups criticised the state of human rights protection in Southeast Asia in particular over the weekend as they pointed out that the
big summits, such as the East Asia Summit, do not include official discussions or statements on the deteriorating human rights situation in the
region.
Human rights watch and other organisation expressed grave concern over the fact the Rohingya crisis, the war on drugs in the Philippines, the
punishment of the LGBT community or enforced disappearances of activists were largely ignored throughout the summit. [Bangkok Post]
The Rohingya refugee crisis, although not in these terms, was mentioned at length in the final statement of the 35th ASEAN Summit however.
ASEAN leaders noted their desire to facilitate the safe, secure and dignified return displaced persons currently in Bangladesh to Rakhine State
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from which they fled. [Chairman’s Statement Of The 35th ASEAN Summit] At the same time, they commended the work of AICHR, the ASEAN
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights [for background on AICHR, see this article in CPG's COM Online Magazine 4/2019]
12 November 2019

Philippines stamping Chinese “Nine-Dash Line” passports again
(ls) The Philippines has resumed stamping Chinese passports with pages that display a map showing Beijing's expansive claim (the Nine-Dash
Line) over the disputed South China Sea. In 2012, the Philippines had stopped stamping the passports during a months-long stand-off over a
disputed shoal. Immigration officials were instead ordered to stamp a separate sheet of paper inserted into Chinese passports. The Philippines
now cited "security concerns" for resuming the stamping and insisted that it was not a diplomatic retreat. [Straits Times]

12 November 2019

U.S.-Indonesian defense relations under Prabowo
(nj) With Prabowo Subianto as Indonesia’s new Defense Minister, doubts have arisen over U.S.-Indonesian defense relations. The former Army
lieutenant General was dismissed from the military for being allegedly involved in the kidnapping and torture of pro-democracy activists and
atrocities during the occupation of East-Timor. As a consequence, it remains uncertain if Prabowo is eligible to enter the U.S. or not. In 2000,
Prabowo wanted to travel to the U.S. to attend his son´s graduation in Boston, but he was denied a visa. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, China has emphasized its interest in Indonesian maritime territory and abundant resources and aims to further deepen bilateral
relations. [Antara News]

12 November 2019

EU-Singapore Free Trade Agreement to enter into force this month
(ls) Singapore and the European Union announced last week that the EU-Singapore Free Trade Agreement will take effect on 21 November,
about seven years after its conclusion. The city state thereby becomes the first Southeast Asian nation to activate a free-trade deal with the
EU. The related Investment Protection Agreement, however, is still pending ratification by national parliaments in the EU after the European
Court of Justice held that this was a necessary step. The proceedings in the ECJ were also the reason for the delayed entry into force of t he
FTA. [South China Morning Post]
Key elements of the Free Trade Agreements have been gathered on the European Commission’s website. [European Commission]
Earlier this year, also Vietnam and the EU signed a Free Trade Agreement and an Investment Protection Agreement. Both agreements are
waiting for ratification.
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Pakistan and China agree to move CPEC to natural resource sectors
(jk) China and Pakistan reportedly agreed that the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) will shift from infrastructure projects to resource
exploitation, including copper, gold, or oil and gas. The move will anger forces in particular in Balochistan, where a sentiment persists that the
state exploits the province and especially its resources without leaving it its fair share. [Business Standard]

12 November 2019

China and Europe: Xi Jinping’s visit to Greece, Macron in Beijing
(dql) Strengthening its foothold in Europe, China concluded with Greece 16 memorandums of cooperation during President Xi’s visit this week,
including an agreement on state-owned China Ocean Shipping Company (COSCO) investing three billion USD over the next five years on the
port of Piraeus, the entry and transhipment point for Chinese-manufactured goods to Europe. [Aljazeera]
During French President Macron’s visit to Beijing last week, China and France signed deals worth 15 billion USD covering among others areas
of aeronautics, energy and agriculture. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, China and the European Union also last week reached an agreement to expand protection of trade in high-end agri-food products
to 100 products, up from 10 products which were protected under the GI agreement in 2012. Known as Geographic Indications (GI), the
products within the agreement enjoy special protection from imitations and usurpation in order to preserve reputational links. European GI’s
include among other wines, cheeses and whiskey, while Chinese GI’s cover products such as tea, ginger and spices. [Eureporter]

12 November 2019

EU-Singapore Free Trade Agreement to enter into force this month
(ls) Singapore and the European Union announced last week that the EU-Singapore Free Trade Agreement will take effect on 21 November,
about seven years after its conclusion. The city state thereby becomes the first Southeast Asian nation to activate a free-trade deal with the
EU. The related Investment Protection Agreement, however, is still pending ratification by national parliaments in the EU after the European
Court of Justice held that this was a necessary step. The proceedings in the ECJ were also the reason for the delayed entry into force of the
FTA. [South China Morning Post]
Key elements of the Free Trade Agreements have been gathered on the European Commission’s website. [European Commission]
Earlier this year, also Vietnam and the EU signed a Free Trade Agreement and an Investment Protection Agreement. Both agreements are
waiting for ratification.

12 November 2019

China: Advancing air force weapons
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(dql) Citing a military source close to China’s PLAAF, the South China Morning Post reports on China’s new H-6N strategic bomber seen for the
first time during the rehearsal to the 1 October military parade and believed to be capable of carrying CJ-100 supersonic cruise missiles or the
WZ-8 supersonic stealth spy drone, expanding its maximum strike range to 6,000km. [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, China is continuing improving its supersonic J-10 fighter jets while at the same time developing the J-20 and other new fighter
types. [Asia Times]
12 November 2019

Pakistan looking to increase arms exports
(jk) Pakistani government officials have stated that the country aims to significantly increase its weapons exports. Sale of defence equipment
abroad (e.g. to Myanmar, Turkey or Nigeria) has gone up significantly in Pakistan over the past few years and experts say this is largely due to
the progress its defence industry has been making since working together closer with China. Pakistan produces weapons at a much lower cost
than many Western weapons producers, however the quality of their products is not uncontested. It looks to sell mostly to countries with
more budget restraints. [Nikkei Asian Review]

12 November 2019

South Korea open to renewal of intelligence-sharing pact with Japan
(dql) Amid soured bilateral relations since decades, South Korea reaffirmed Sunday that the General Security of Military Information
Agreement (GSOMIA) with Japan – the bilateral military intelligence-sharing pact – could be renewed. However, this would only happen on
condition that the Japanese government will lift its restrictions on high-tech exports to South Korea which are seen by Seoul as a retaliatory
measure against rulings of the South Korean Supreme Court ordering Japanese companies to pay compensation to victims of forced labor
during Japan’s rule on the Korean peninsula 1910 to 1945. [Korea Herald]
The pact is set to expire next week. South Korea’s withdrawal would cause significant irritations within the security alliance between South
Korea, Japan and USA amid growing tensions between Pyongyang and Japan after Prime Minister Abe was called an “idiot and villain” in
response to his condemnation of Pyongyang's latest weapons test end of October. [Reuters]

12 November 2019

U.S.-Indonesian defense relations under Prabowo
(nj) With Prabowo Subianto as Indonesia’s new Defense Minister, doubts have arisen over U.S.-Indonesian defense relations. The former Army
lieutenant General was dismissed from the military for being allegedly involved in the kidnapping and torture of pro-democracy activists and
atrocities during the occupation of East-Timor. As a consequence, it remains uncertain if Prabowo is eligible to enter the U.S. or not. In 2000,
Prabowo wanted to travel to the U.S. to attend his son´s graduation in Boston, but he was denied a visa. [South China Morning Post]
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Meanwhile, China has emphasized its interest in Indonesian maritime territory and abundant resources and aims to further deepen bilateral
relations. [Antara News]

Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan takes on Huawei smartphones over naming it part of China

19 November 2019

(dql) In a move further deepening already heightened tensions in Cross-Strait relations Taiwan’s National Communications Commission has
confirmed an order stopping companies from selling models of Huawei smartphones displaying “Taiwan, China” for time zones and contacts.
[Bloomberg]

China angered over second rights prize for government-critical Chinese within weeks

19 November 2019

(dql) China has threatened Sweden with consequences after the Swedish section of PEN International awarded Gui Minhai, a Chinese-born
Swedish citizen currently detained in China, the Tucholsky prize, a freedom of speech prize annually awarded to a persecuted or exiled writer.
[New Europe]
The Chinese embassy in Stockholm slammed the decision to award Gui, known for having printed and sold books critical of the Chinese
government, as motivated by “ulterior political agenda and consistent biases and hostility against China”. [The Guardian]
Earlier last month, the European Parliament awarded the 2019 freedom of thought Sakharov Prize to Uighur economist Ilham Tohti, a fierce
critic of China’s treatment of the Uighur people. Tohti was arrested and sentenced to life in prison in 2014. [AiR No. 44, October/2019, 5]

South Korea-USA relations: Third round of cost sharing talks ends inconclusive
(dql) Negotiations between the USA and South Korea on dividing the cost for maintaining US troops on the Korean peninsula ended abruptly
on Tuesday, without yielding any results.
The talks were in their third round and held amid renewed tensions between the allies after President Donald Trump increased the price tag
for US forces roughly 400% for 2020, from 924 million USD which Seoul agreed to pay for 2019 up to almost 5 bilion USD next year. [Korea
Herald]
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Nepal rejects Indian and Chinese maps that apparently appropriate Nepalese territory

19 November 2019

(ls) India has released a new official political map at the beginning of November, which has been stirring criticism in Nepal recently, including
from Nepal’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The updated map of India includes a major Nepali claim, an area known as Kalapani. However, this is
not an entirely new development as India’s national mapping authority has been including the Kalapani and Navidhang areas in its maps since
1905, disregarding Nepal’s territorial sovereignty and a 1816 treaty between Nepal and the then East India Company. [The Diplomat]
In addition, protesters also took to the streets of Kathmandu after a recent government report indicated that China had encroached on
Nepalese land. According to the document released by Nepal’s Survey Department, four districts sharing a border with China – Sankhuwasabha,
Rasuwa, Sindhupalchowk and Humla – were seen losing territories as Beijing expanded its road projects. [South China Morning Post]
The incidents vividly illustrate Nepal’s sandwiched position between India and China, which are, however, both seeking to deepen ties.

EU to decide on continuation of Trade Preferences for Cambodia early next year

19 November 2019

(jk) The European Union has completed a preliminary report on the temporary suspension of trade preferences to Cambodia and forwarded it
to the government. The EU remains concerned about the human rights situation in Cambodia, which now has one month to respond to the
report. The final decision will be made in February next year. [European Commission]
The decision to initiate the procedure to temporarily withdraw tariff preferences granted under the Everything But Arms (EBA) arrangement
over concerns related to serious human and labour rights violations was made in February this year. The EU is Cambodia's largest trading
partner, accounting for about 45% of Cambodian exports in 2018, with almost all exports falling under the EBA agreement.
19 November 2019

China in Africa: 2 billion USD bauxite deal with Ghana set to kick off
(dql) The Ghanian government has announced that it is going ahead with a 2 billion USD deal with China to obtain infrastructure improvements
in return for bauxite ore after Beijing has released a first tranche of funds worth 649 million USD under the deal with Sinohydro, a state-owned
hydropower engineering and construction company. The agreement comes along with a 42.7 million USD grant and a 35.7 million USD debt
relief to boost Ghana’s infrastructure development. [Aluminium Insider]
Ghana's major exports to China include crude oil, aluminium ore, manganese ore and rough wood worth 2.4 billion USD a year. In 2018 the
West African country joined the Belt and Road Initiative. [South China Morning Post]
For an account of Russia’s “re-awakening” interest in Africa and the ensuing competition with China and the USA in this area see [Brookings].
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China-USA clash would have ‘catastrophic outcomes’: Kissinger
(dql) Amid ongoing trade negotiations between China and the USA, former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, speaking last week at an
event of the National Committee on US China Relations, warned of “catastrophic outcomes” which could be “worse than world wars”, if Beijing
and Washington fail to settle their differences and hostilities would become “inevitable”.
Kissinger, key figure of the US-Chinese rapprochement under Nixon in the early 1970s, however, expressed confidence that both sides would
resolve the trade dispute in a positively way. [The National] [South China Morning Post]
Meanwhile, during his meeting with US Secretary of Defense Esper on Monday after the China-ASEAN Defense Ministers' Informal Meeting on
Sunday, Chinese Defense Minister Wei reasserted that China will never tolerate any move by separatists to achieve "Taiwan independence"
and urged the USA to “handle the Taiwan question in a discreet and appropriate manner and not bring new unstable elements into the Taiwan
Straits” as well as to stop muscle flexing in the South China Sea in order to avoid provoking tensions. [Time]

Japan-South Korea relations: No common ground on renewal of intelligence sharing pact

19 November 2019

(dql) No progress was made when the defense ministers of Japan and South Korea met on Sunday for talks, in a latest attempt to prevent the
expiration of the General Security of Military Information Agreement this week.
Seoul had announced and repeated on several occasions not to renew the intelligence sharing pact unless Japan retracts trade measure
directed against South Korea.
According to a Japanese official, both sides, however, persisted on their respective viewpoints during the talks: while Seoul insisted on Tokyo
lifting its trade restrictions on the export of some high-tech products to South Korea as pre-condition for the renewal of the pact, Tokyo refused
to meet this demand arguing that South Korea has failed to prevent materials that can be used for weapon programs from being diverted to
North Korea. [Korea Herald]
19 November 2019

North Korean hacking attack on Indian nuclear facility
(ls) A cyberattack on an Indian nuclear power plant that was discovered in September appears to have been launched from North Korea as
evidence seems to indicate. The incident shows an upgrade of North Korea’s cyberattack capabilities, which used to be deployed mostly against
civilian targets. Now, North Korean hackers are also tasked with either disrupting atomic plants or stealing atomic technologies. [Asia Times]
The nuclear power plant’s employees are suspected to have opened phishing emails from North Korean spammers, accidentally installing
malware on their computers, which then spread across the system. According to an investigative report, the attackers had acquired high-level
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access and struck “extremely mission-critical targets.” There are also rumors that a similar cyberattack affected India’s high-profile Moon
mission Chandrayaan last month. The project collapsed after it lost contact with the spacecraft. [Asian Sentinel]
19 November 2019

U.S.-Indian joint navy drill
(ls) The U.S. and India have been conducting a Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) exercise code-named ‘TIGER TRIUMPH’
from Nov 13-21. It aims to develop the interoperability for conducting HADR operations. The announcement for this drill was made by U.S.
President Donald Trump at the `Howdy, Modi’ event in Texas recently. Indian Armed forces conduct a similar exercise with Russia. [Financial
Express]

Nepal rejects Indian and Chinese maps that apparently appropriate Nepalese territory

19 November 2019

(ls) India has released a new official political map at the beginning of November, which has been stirring criticism in Nepal recently, including
from Nepal’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The updated map of India includes a major Nepali claim, an area known as Kalapani. However, this is
not an entirely new development as India’s national mapping authority has been including the Kalapani and Navidhang areas in its maps since
1905, disregarding Nepal’s territorial sovereignty and a 1816 treaty between Nepal and the then East India Company. [The Diplomat]
In addition, protesters also took to the streets of Kathmandu after a recent government report indicated that China had encroached on
Nepalese land. According to the document released by Nepal’s Survey Department, four districts sharing a border with China – Sankhuwasabha,
Rasuwa, Sindhupalchowk and Humla – were seen losing territories as Beijing expanded its road projects. [South China Morning Post]
The incidents vividly illustrate Nepal’s sandwiched position between India and China, which are, however, both seeking to deepen ties.
19 November 2019

Thailand and US sign "Joint Vision Statement 2020" on defense
(jk) Thailand and the US signed a joint vision statement on defence ahead of the ASEAN Defence Ministers' Meeting (ADMM) and related
meetings this week with US Secretary of Defence Mark Esper, who is in Bangkok for the ADM plus meetings. The statement, according to Esper
"reaffirms our mutual commitment to the U.S.-Thai Alliance, and to a future of even deeper cooperation. [It] demonstrates our determination
as an alliance to be more active together in the region to advance our mutual security interests. [The region] remains the United States’ number
one priority region." [US Embassy Thailand]
The Thai government also signed memoranda of understanding on defence cooperation with Japan and China, with the Chinese MoU including
intelligence liaison and news and information sharing. [Bangkok Post]
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G20 Foreign Ministers Meeting agrees on urgent reform of WTO
(dql) Amid the ongoing trade dispute between China and the USA and in the face of an undermined trust in the multilateral framework, foreign
ministers at the G20 Foreign Ministers Meeting on Friday and Saturday in Nagoya agreed on an urgent reform of the World Trade Organization
and discussed improvements of its dispute settlement system.
The absence of US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, foreign minister of the world’s largest economy, raises questions pertaining to the
significance of the G20 framework in general. [Mainichi]
Meanwhile, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi used the platform for a fierce attack on US protectionism and unilateralism, calling the USA “the
world’s biggest destabilizing factor” and accusing it of “bullying” China. [CNBC]

U.S.-China competition reflected in relations with Vietnam, the Philippines and Thailand

26 November 2019

(ls) On the occasion of U.S. Secretary of Defense Mark Esper’s visit to Vietnam, the United States announced that it will provide Vietnam with
another coast guard ship, the second within two years. The announcement is also a message to the Chinese government as Esper stated on
the same occasion that “China’s unilateral efforts to assert illegitimate maritime claims threaten other nations’ access to vital natural resources,
undermine the stability of regional energy markets, and increase the risk of conflict.” [Reuters]
Before, Esper visited the Philippines where he vowed more support for the country’s efforts to modernize its military and improve maritime
security. He also emphasized that the U.S. would continue to conduct freedom-of-navigation operations in the South China Sea. [South China
Morning Post]
As reported last week, the Thai government also promised further cooperation with U.S. armed forces as Thai Prime Minister Prayuth Chanocha and Secretary Esper signed a US-Thailand Joint Vision Statement. Nonetheless, Prayuth also said he “adheres to the one-China policy and
is willing to actively participate in the Belt and Road Initiative.” Cooperation would include support in equipment and technology, joint exercises
and joint training. [Khaosod English]

Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan’s ruling party proposes “Anti-Infiltration Act”
(dql) Less than two months ahead of the presidential and legislative elections in Taiwan, the ruling Democratic Progressive Party has revealed
its draft Anti-Infiltration Act. According to the party the bill aims to prevent foreign hostile forces from interfering in Taiwan’s political system
and elections.
It proposes a maximum penalty of seven years in prison and a fine of over 160,000 USD for requesting “infiltration sources” defined as
“organizations or institutions affiliated with the government, political parties or other political groups of a foreign hostile force, and individuals
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dispatched by such entities” while “hostile force” is described as “a country or group at war with or in a military standoff with Taiwan that
upholds the idea of jeopardizing the nation’s sovereignty by non-peaceful means.” [Taipei Times]
In a related development, Taiwan has detained two executives of a Hong Kong-based company accused of spying for China and is at the same
time probing information of a Chinese asylum seeker in Australia who claims to be a Chinese spy defected to Australia and admitted to
infiltrating Taiwan’s upcoming presidential election as well as the 2018 municipal elections. [Aljazeera] [New York Times]
Meanwhile, Taiwan’s legislature last week approved a special budget for the purchase of a new fleet of advanced F-16 fighter jets from the
United States, allocating 8.1 billion USD over seven years from 2020 to 2026 for the purchase of 66 F-16 C/D Block 70 fighter planes. [Focus
Taiwan]
26 November 2019

South Korea-ASEAN Summits
(ls) This week, the third Korea-ASEAN Commemorative Summit and the inaugural Korea-Mekong Summit is taking place in Busan in South
Korea. A total of nine summits with ASEAN leaders have been set except for Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen who stayed home for personal
reasons. The Busan summits mark the 30th anniversary of South Korea-ASEAN dialogue ties, which have been increasingly emphasized under
President Moon's New Southern Policy. [Korea Times]
Ahead of the summits, Moon has highlighted some of the functional areas of ASEAN-Korea collaboration, including infrastructure, smart cities,
environmental sustainability, and small- and medium-sized enterprises. He also made reference to areas of wider geopolitical convergence,
including between ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific Outlook and South Korea’s New Southern Policy. Since he took office in 2017, Moon has visited all 10
ASEAN countries. [The Diplomat]

26 November 2019

G20 Foreign Ministers Meeting agrees on urgent reform of WTO
(dql) Amid the ongoing trade dispute between China and the USA and in the face of an undermined trust in the multilateral framework, foreign
ministers at the G20 Foreign Ministers Meeting on Friday and Saturday in Nagoya agreed on an urgent reform of the World Trade Organization
and discussed improvements of its dispute settlement system.
The absence of US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, foreign minister of the world’s largest economy, raises questions pertaining to the
significance of the G20 framework in general. [Mainichi]
Meanwhile, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi used the platform for a fierce attack on US protectionism and unilateralism, calling the USA “the
world’s biggest destabilizing factor” and accusing it of “bullying” China. [CNBC]
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South Korea sticks to intelligence pact with Japan
(dql) South Korea last Friday suspended its plan to withdraw from the intelligence-sharing pact, known as the General Security of Military
Information Agreement (GSOMIA), with Japan of which it had earlier repeatedly said it would pull out amid heightened tensions between both
countries over disputes over trade and compensation for forced labor during Japan’s colonial rule on the Korean peninsula. [BBC] [No. 47,
November/2019, 3]
It remains, however, to be seen whether Seoul’s sticking to the pact will improve the countries’ relations given that only a few days later both
sides took fresh swipes at each other over respective comments on South Korea’s decision to maintain the pact. [Mainichi]

26 November 2019

U.S. Approves $1 Billion Sale of Naval Guns to India
(jk) The US government has cleared the way for a significant defence deal with India by approving the sale of naval guns worth US$1 billion.
The US State Department noted that the proposed sale "will not alter the basic military balance in the region -- instead it will support the
foreign policy and national security of the U.S. by improving the security of a strategic regional partner." [Bloomberg]

26 November 2019

Philippines: Update on ISIS militants returning to SEA
(nj) The death of ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi gave rise to the fear that many ISIS sympathizers could be returning to Southeast Asia, as
recently reported in [AiR No. 45, November/2019, 1]. According to a U.S. counterterrorism official, however, the numbers so far have been
low. Nonetheless, the U.S. and the Philippines declared that they stayed alarmed for regional terror groups and militants to continue with
Middle East-inspired terror tactics, including suicide bombings. The two countries cooperate to improve border security, especially on the
southern Philippine island, Mindanao, which served in the 1990´s as a paramilitary training camp for al-Qaeda. [South China Morning Post] [The
Straitstimes]

India and Japan set to hold first "2+2" dialogue on defence and foreign relations, in addition to US and Australia 2+2s
(jk) India and Japan will hold the first 2+2 defence and foreign ministerial dialogue later this week. The newly established dialogue comes ahead
of December's summit between Prime Ministers Abe and Modi. [For Background: Foreign Policy]
December will also see foreign and defence secretaries of India and Australia meet for their 2+2 meetings, as well as the next instalment of
the India-US version of the dialogue. In effect, India will meet the "Quad" bilaterally. [Times of India]
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03 December 2019

China-USA relations: Beijing counters US Hong Kong Act
(dql) Beijing retaliated against Washington’s Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act with suspending visits of U.S. military ships and
aircraft to Hong Kong. It also announced to sanction U.S. non-government organizations in China held responsible for encouraging protesters
to “engage in extremist, violent and criminal acts.” [CNBC]
Last week, US President signed the Act following its passage in the both Houses of Congress. The Act requires the State Department to annually
review whether Hong Kong retains enough autonomy in making decisions related to human rights, law enforcement and other areas to enjoy
special US trade treatment. Furthermore, it also would provide for sanctions against officials found responsible for human rights violations in
Hong Kong. [New York Times] [No. 48, November/2019, 4]

03 December 2019

Japan promises 3 billion USD for ASEAN member states
(dql) Signaling efforts to counter China's influence in Southeast Asia, Japan's Foreign Ministry announce that Japan will provide ASEAN member
states with a total of 3 billion USD in investment and loans over three years, beginning in 2020.
Besides boosting infrastructure, investments and loans are supposed to support female entrepreneurs and micro enterprises as well as to
strengthen renewable energy development. [Japan Today]

03 December 2019

South Korea, Malaysia set to become strategic partners
(dql) At a summit last week, South Korean President Moon Jae-in and Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad reached an agreement
to elevate their countries relations to become strategic partners in 2020.
Further, MoUs were signed pertaining to promoting cooperation in various fields, including information and communications technology,
public health services, water management and in establishing e-government systems. [Yonhap]

03 December 2019

North Korea’s heavy reliance on China’s trade
(dql) Data presented by the Korea International Trade Association, a private non-profit trade organization representing almost the entirety of
South Korea's international trade community, have revealed that North Korea's trade reliance on China has jumped more than fivefold since
2001. While China's proportion of the North's overall external trade stood at 17.3% in 2001, it rose to 91.8% in 2018.
Meanwhile, Pyongyang reportedly launched two unidentified projectiles last week, the latest of 13 weapons tests so far this year. The test is
seen as attempt to press the USA to meet the year-end deadline set by North Korea to offer a new initiative to salvage nuclear talks. [CBS]
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China-Australia relations: Canberra to set up anti-China Counter Foreign Interference Taskforce

03 December 2019

(dql) In a move likely to strain Chinese-Australian relations, the Australian government announced the set up of a high-level intelligence task
force to combat foreign interference. The new taskforce would involve all top intelligence agencies of the country as well as the Australian
Federal Police “to disrupt and deter anyone attempting to undermine our national interests”. [South China Morning Post]
While the announcement did not mention any target country, the move comes amid accusations against China of attempting to “take over”
Australia through foreign interference, including a plan to plant a Chinese spy in the parliament. [ABC]
03 December 2019

China and Russia launch landmark gas project
(dql) In a sign of increasingly close relations and growing cooperation between China and Russia, both countries on Monday launched a giant
pipeline project on Monday, worth 363 billion USD and stretching over 3,000 kilometer. [Deutsche Welle]
The launch comes at a time of worsening relations between Russia and the West with the former facing sanctions from the USA and the EU
over Crimea.

New Sri Lankan government wants Hambantota port back from China, commits to India
(ls) Despite expectations that the newly elected Sri Lankan president Gotabaya Rajapaksa and his brother, newly appointed Prime Minister
Mahinda Rajapaksa, will establish closer relations with China, the new government announced that it wants to undo the previous regime’s 99year lease of the southern port of Hambantota to a Chinese venture in return for $1.1 billion. That arrangement was made after it had turned
out that it would be difficult to pay back the loans taken from China to build the project. Now, an economic adviser to the new government,
citing national interests, said that it would be best if “we pay back the loan in due course in the way that we had originally agreed.” Whether
China concurs with this remains to be seen. [Business Standard]
Meanwhile, on the first foreign visit by Gotabaya Rajapaksa to New Delhi, India extended two additional lines of credit worth $450 million for
infrastructure and counter-terrorism. After a meeting with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Gotabaya stated, “whilst with India the
cooperation is multifaceted with priority given to security-related matters, with other counties the initiatives for cooperation are by and large,
economic and commercial.” He also said that he would not allow any third force to come in between cooperation with India. Modi replied that
“Sri Lanka is not only India’s closest neighbor but most trusted friend.” [The Wire] [Eurasia Review]
India and Sri Lanka traditionally have close cultural and historical links. Still, New Delhi had watched with concern the growing ties between
Colombo and Beijing, particularly when Mahinda Rajapaksa was in power between 2005 and 2015. Observers consider that China will remain
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important for Sri Lanka in terms of aid and economic cooperation, whereas ties with India will continue to be marked by unavoidable ups and
downs. [Straits Times]
03 December 2019

Malaysia's first Defence White Paper tabled in Parliament
(jk) Malaysia's Defence Minister stated that the country's defence policy was reviewed so that its defence capacity and capabilities were
appropriate regarding new and changing global security issues. The paper outlines the strategic directions for the national defence in the
coming decade. The 90 page document which will be made available to the public highlights several threats in its eight chapters, including
ripple effects of great power rivalry, returning jihadist fighters, the South China Sea dispute, and cyberterrorism. [South China Morning Post]

India-Japan 2+2 talks result in commitment for closer defense cooperation

03 December 2019

(ls) India and Japan held their inaugural foreign and defense ministerial dialogue (2+2) in New Delhi over the weekend. The meeting focused
on cooperation in building a free and open Indo-Pacific, a U.S.-led strategy developed to counter growing Chinese influence. The ministers also
discussed deepening ties in the development of weapons and military hardware in the framework of an Acquisition and Cross-Servicing
Agreement. [Straits Times]
In the occasion of the meeting, the two countries agreed to conduct their first joint fighter aircraft exercise in Japan, involving fighter jets from
the Japanese Air Self-Defense Force and the Indian Air Force. The ministers also declared their intention to boost exchanges of information on
the Indian Ocean by utilizing the Information Fusion Center for the Indian Ocean region, an entity India set up in December last year. [Japan
Times]
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi also met with the Japanese foreign and defence ministers, Toshimitsu Motegi and Taro Kono, and
reiterated his government’s position on the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), excluding the possibility of India’s joining
the trade pact in its present form. Japan sees free trade as one of the pillars of the free and open Indo-Pacific strategy. After India’s rejection
of RCEP, the Japanese government now emphasizes the need for an increase of connectivity in particular. [Times of India]

China and Vietnam vow to work together on peaceful solution in disputed waters
(dql) Last week, China and Vietnam held a vice-ministerial level meeting to discuss border cooperation on land and maritime issues. Beijing
and Hanoi agreed to join efforts for a peaceful resolution in disputed waters.
The meeting came after earlier in November the months-long Vanguard Bank standoff between China and Vietnam had ended, but also after
Vietnam announced that it, while prioritizing bilateral dialogue, is also considering legal measures including filing a complaint with the
Permanent Court of Arbitration at The Hague over China’s claims. [South China Morning Post]
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China on NATO’s watchlist
(dql) At the NATO meeting last week, marking the 70th anniversary of the alliance, 29 leaders pledged to work together against Russia as threat
to Euro-Atlantic security and against terrorism as threat to all. China’s rise, meanwhile, presents “both opportunities and challenges that we
need to address together as an Alliance,” as stated in the joint declaration. [Euractive]
According to NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg, NATO leaders will attempt to have China incorporated in an international arms control
regime. To experts, however, this plan will be an uphill battle as China has repeatedly turned down proposals to be included in the now-defunct
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty between the U.S. and Russia. [Defense News]
With regards to Russia, Stoltenberg stated that NATO needs to improve its relationship with the country. French President Macron who had
call the NATO brain dead in the run up to the meeting echoed Stoltenberg's statement saying that “not everyone considered Russia an ‘enemy’
and that although Russia is a ‘threat in certain areas’, it is also a neighbouring country and partner in other areas.” [Euronews]

China-Australia relations: Canberra to set up anti-China Counter Foreign Interference Taskforce

03 December 2019

(dql) In a move likely to strain Chinese-Australian relations, the Australian government announced the set up of a high-level intelligence task
force to combat foreign interference. The new taskforce would involve all top intelligence agencies of the country as well as the Australian
Federal Police “to disrupt and deter anyone attempting to undermine our national interests”. [South China Morning Post]
While the announcement did not mention any target country, the move comes amid accusations against China of attempting to “take over”
Australia through foreign interference, including a plan to plant a Chinese spy in the parliament. [ABC]

China: Anger over House of Representatives’ approval of Beijing-critical “Uighur Act”
(dql) Following President Trumps signing of the Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act [No. 49, December/2019, 1] late last month, the
US House of Representatives last week approved another China-critical bill: the Uighur Intervention and Global Humanitarian Unified Response
Act of 2019 which calls on the president to condemn abuses against Muslims and demand the closure of mass detention camps in Xinjiang. It
also provides for sanctions, including asset freezing and banning from entering US soil, against senior Chinese officials viewed as “responsible
for” or “knowingly engaged in serious human rights abuses against Turkic Muslims in the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region and elsewhere
in China” and specifically identifies among those the Xinjiang Communist party secretary and politburo member Chen Quanguo, widely believed
to be the mastermind behind the implementation of the police state in Xinjiang since he took over power there in 2016. [Deutsche
Welle][Congress, USA]
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The move prompted harsh reactions from China’s Foreign Ministry and state media outlets condemning the legislation as interference in
domestic affairs of China, insisting that “Xinjiang-related issues are not about human rights, ethnicity or religion, but about fighting violence,
terrorism and separatism” and accusing Washington’s lawmakers of “harbor[ing] evil intent” and of using Xinjiang as pretext to “undermine
Xinjiang’s prosperity and stability and curb China’s development.” [Telegraph] [Reuters] [The Guardian]

China: Foreign computer equipment and software banned from government and public offices

10 December 2019

(dql) Amidst ongoing trade negotiations with the USA in which technology issues play a crucial role, China has reportedly ordered all
government offices and public institutions to remove foreign computer equipment and software over the next three years.
The move is seen by observers first as a response to measures taken by the Trump administration to curb the use of Chinese technology in the
US and its allies and second as part of efforts of the Chinese government to strengthen reliance on home-made technologies. The latter is
fueling concerns of economic decoupling between China and the USA. [Financial Times]

Myanmar at the ICJ: Aung San Suu Kyi representing her country this week

10 December 2019

(ls/nj) This week, Nobel peace prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi appears in person to defend Myanmar against accusations of genocide before
the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague. She will attend the hearing in her capacity as the Union Minister of the Foreign Affairs. It
will deal with jurisdictional questions and the possibility of provisional measures that would mandate Myanmar to halt a continuing genocide.
Closing submissions from both sides at the ICJ will be made on Thursday. The judgment is expected to be reserved. [The Guardian] [Eleven
Myanmar]
Human Rights Watch has put together an overview of Questions & Answers regarding the case. [Human Rights Watch]
Press releases from the International Court of Justice on this case are published here: [ICJ]
Meanwhile, Thai authorities announced that they will delay the deportation of the arrested wife and children of Tun Myat Naing, the
commander of the Arakan Army, and carry out a full investigation. The Arakan Army is an ethnic armed group that fights for greater autonomy
of Rakhine state. Rights groups have criticized the arrests, worrying that the family could be forced back to Myanmar in what has been an
increasing pattern by Southeast Asian states to send home each other’s dissidents. [Reuters]
10 December 2019

Philippines-China dispute: ICC rejects jurisdiction
(ls/nj) The Office of the International Criminal Court (ICC) Prosecutor has ejected the Philippines’ case against China for violations in the West
Philippine Sea from the Court’s docket, citing lack of jurisdiction, stating that the crimes allegedly committed “do not fall within the territorial
or otherwise personal jurisdiction of the Court” since the alleged actions took place outside the Philippine territory. Former Philippine foreign
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secretary Albert del Rosario and former ombudsman Conchita Carpio Morales had filed the communication in March on behalf of Filipino
fishermen. They named Chinese President Xi Jinping and other Chinese officials as respondents. [Rappler]
The office of President Rodrigo Duterte welcomed the ruling, saying that it will continue to pursue negotiations with Beijing to resolve existing
disputes. In 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled in favor of the Philippines, invalidating China’s extensive claims to the South China
Sea. Duterte, however, has refused to invoke the arbitral ruling and instead opted to seek engagement with Beijing about the unresolved
maritime dispute. [Philippine Canadian Inquirer]
The ICC’s preliminary investigation against Duterte and other officials over allegations of crimes against humanity committed in the course of
the government’s “war on drugs” continues meanwhile.
10 December 2019

China: Huge investment in El Salvador infrastructure signed
(dql) Reflecting China’s growing role in Central America, China and El Salvador last week agreed that China will provide support for several
major infrastructure projects in El Salvador including a stadium and water treatment plant. Both sides, however, did not disclose the
investment amount.
El Salvador broke off diplomatic relations with Taiwan and switched to China in August last year. [South China Morning Post]
For an account of China’s growing technology influence in Latin America see [Pan Daily].

10 December 2019

India and China hold ‘Hand-in-Hand’ military exercise
(jk) Notwithstanding India's attempts to reduce Chinese influence as indicated above, regular joint military exercises between the two nations
continue.
The eighth edition of the joint exercise focussing on countering terrorism under a United Nations mandate is conducted in Northwest India
from 7-20 December. Involved are around 130 personnel from the Tibet Military Command and an Indian contingent of similar size.
Last year, the exercise was also conducted in December, but in 2017 it did not take place due to the military stand-off between the two armies
at Doklam. [The Statesman 1]
Later this month, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi is expected to visit India to hold boundary talks with India's National Security Advisor. [The
Statesman 2]
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India's efforts to increase engagement in the Indian Ocean
(jk) Propelled by increasing concern in India over Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean, India plans on bolstering its own capabilities in the
area as well as fostering its alliances with partners vital to the region.
India has plans to upgrade its military capabilities in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, from where it expelled a Chinese research ship last
week. Notwithstanding, according to the Indian Naval Chief, seven or eight Chinese ships can be found in the region at any time. [South China
Morning Post]
In addition to military investments, India is also looking to improve its maritime domain awareness by signing access agreements and forging
cooperation strategies with other regional security actors as well as establishing port facilities in cooperation with its neighbours. Partly in
reaction to Chinese investment in for example Hambantota in Sri Lanka and Gwadar in, India is also investing in the development of commercial
ports and airports in the region.
The Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative [AMTI] has developed an interactive map detailing relevant military and strategic investments.
The Indian Navy has also made a decision to transfer one of its Kilo-class diesel-electric submarines to Myanmar's Navy. This, according to
some observers, is very much part of India's approach to limiting Chinese military influence in the region. In addition, it helps Myanmar "in its
emerging naval competition with Bangladesh". [The Print]

South Korea calls for China’s support in denuclearization process amid bleak prospects for US-North Korean talks

10 December 2019

(dql) During the visit of Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi to South Korea last week, South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in called for China to
play am important role in denuclearizing the Korean peninsula, while Wang urged to established stronger strategic communication between
Beijing and Seoul. [South China Morning Post]
The statements come amid concerns that the US-led denuclearization diplomacy will fall apart after North Korea’s ambassador to the United
Nations at the weekend declared that denuclearization is off the negotiating table with the United States. [CNBC]
10 December 2019

Japan to buy East China Sea island to strengthen position against China
(dql) In a move to deepen Japanese-US military cooperation and to strengthen Japan’s defense capability in the East China Sea, Japan will
purchase Mageshima Island for 146 million USD, an uninhabited outcrop 34 kilometers from the southernmost Japanese main island of Kyushu,
according to an announcement of the government last week.
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The island will be used for US Navy and Marine Corps planes to simulate aircraft carrier landings, but might also be used as a permanent base
for Japan's Self Defense Forces to boost Japan’s position along the East China Sea where Japan and China are in dispute over islands. [CNN]
Meanwhile, Japanese and US soldiers kicked off on Monday eight-day exercises to train combat cooperation involving the use of cyber attacks
and electromagnetic weapons. [NHK]

China and Russia propose partial removal of sanctions against North Korea

17 December 2019

(dql) China, together with Russia, has reportedly called on the U.N. Security Council to lift sanctions to allow Pyongyang export statues, seafood
and textiles, traditionally important revenue sources for North Korea. Beijing and Moscow described the move as attempt to encourage stalled
talks between the USA and North Korea.
Washington, however, expressed disagreement on the proposal arguing that the it was premature as North Korea was still “threatening to
conduct an escalated provocation, refusing to meet to discuss denuclearization, and continuing to maintain and advance its prohibited
weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missile programs.” [CNBC]
North Korea, meanwhile, does not shy away from further escalating already heightened tensions with the USA and declared that it will make
use the recently tested new technologies to develop a strategic weapon to counter the US nuclear threat. The chief of the North Korean
military's General Staff added that Pyongyang has "stored up a tremendous power" and the military is fully ready to carry out any decision of
leader Kim Jong-un. [Korea Herald]
17 December 2019

Sri Lanka arrests Swiss embassy employee
(lf/ls) Diplomatic relationships between Switzerland and Sri Lanka have tensed after Sri Lankan officials have arrested an employee of the Swiss
embassy for allegedly making false claims. The employee and the Swiss embassy had previously accused Sri Lankan police of kidnapping the
employee and forcing her to disclose information about asylum seekers to Switzerland. This comes after a high ranking police officer, who
investigated former president and now Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa and who had left for Switzerland in fear of his safety. [AlJazeera]
[BBC]
The Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA) said that in this high-profile case Sri Lanka’s reputation as a country that upholds the
rule of law is at stake. It criticized the 30-hour interrogation to which the employee was subjected over three days despite being in poor health,
and the public statements by senior Sri Lankan officials questioning her account before the investigations had been completed. [Colombo
Gazette]
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Vietnam and US strengthen economic bond
(fs) In the course of the reception of the U.S.-ASEAN Business Council (USABC) in Hà Nội, Prime Minister Nguyễn Xuân Phúc declared to adjust
the country’s economic environment to improve the situation for foreign enterprises in Vietnam, including those from the U.S.. Concurrently,
Phúc encouraged U.S. businesses to pay attention to the Vietnamese market and its economic possibilities. Regarding Vietnam’s upcoming
position as the ASEAN Chair in 2020, the U.S. assured its support in this matter. [Viet Nam News]
Over the last year, Vietnam has largely profited from the ongoing US-China trade war, since a number of U.S.-based companies transferred
their production locations from China to Vietnam or are in the process of doing so in order to avoid punitive duties.

17 December 2019

China and USA agree on terms of “Phase One” trade deal
(dql) Last week China and the USA have reached an agreement on the terms of a “Phase One” trade deal which provides for a rollback of some
tariffs on Chinese imports and a commitment by Beijing to substantially increase purchases of American farm goods and other products and
services “over the next two years in a total amount that exceeds China’s annual level of imports for those goods and services in 2017 by no
less than $200 billion.”
US President Trump confirmed last Friday the withdrawal of his threat to imposed 15% tariffs on about 160 billion USD of Chinese imports
which were supposed to come into effect last Sunday. In response, Beijing dropped its plan of retaliatory tariffs due to take effect that same
day, including a 25% tariff on U.S.-made autos.
Furthermore, Washington announced to halve duties on 120 billion USD in Chinese imports imposed in September from 15% to 7.5%, while
tariffs of 25% on 250 billion USD worth of Chinese goods will remain unchanged. [Los Angeles Times] [Reuters]

SIPRI report 2019: Global arms sales increased by nearly 5%, with US companies dominating the market

17 December 2019

(dql) According to data released last week by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), sales of arms and military services
by companies listed in the top 100 grew by 4.6% worldwide in 2018, with a turnover of 420 billion USD, mostly due to US arm companies that
dominate the top 5 spots: Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Northrop Grumman, Raytheon and General Dynamics accounted for 148 billion USD and
35% of total top 100 arms sales in 2018, while total arms sales of US companies amounted to 246 billion USD, equivalent to 59%. [SIPRI]
17 December 2019

Japan hits out at China on South China Sea
(dql) Just a few days ahead of his trip to Beijing to visit his Chinese counterpart, Japanese Defense Minister Taro Kono, who is tipped to become
successor of Prime Minister Abe, used surprisingly sharp rhetoric to openly attack China for its actions in the South China Sea and waters close
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to Japan. Speaking at the Doha conference on Monday, Kono blamed China for "unilateral and coercive attempts to alter the status quo based
on its own assertions that are incompatible with the existing international order", and demanded that aggressors "expanding their spheres of
influence beyond their borders by force [...] must be forced to pay cost." [NHK]

India to appoint Chief of Defence Staff as Indian-Chinese regional rivalry continues

17 December 2019

(lf/ls) India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modhi has announced to nominate a first Chief of Defence Staff (CDF) who will supervise all three
structures of the Indian military. The appointment is expected to be made this month. [Economic Times 1]
Meanwhile, the Indian Navy expelled a Chinese research ship from Indian waters in the Andaman Sea, which is considered a gateway through
the Malaca Straight from the Pacific to the Indian Ocean. Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean has been challenging India's traditional position
as the regional power in recent years, which has certainly contributed to the CDF appointment. However, the move also needs be seen in
relation to growing tensions with Pakistan over the Kashmir question. [South China Morning Post]
At the same time, India and France have agreed to expand their military cooperation and jointly patrol the Indian Ocean. This agreement comes
due to concerns of the expanding presence of China at Hambantota port in Sri Lanka. The Hambantota port is part of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) infrastructure projects, which was leased to China for 99 years after Sri Lanka saw itself unable to pay back the debt. [Economic Times 2]
Another BRI element in Sri Lanka, Colombo Port City, which is an artificial island off Colombo, has officially become part of the county. The BRI
infrastructure project is expected to attract business and investments from abroad. It is the largest FDI project Sri Lanka has seen so far. [NIKKEI
- Asia Review].
17 December 2019

U.N. Security Council to meet on Kashmir
(ls) The United Nations Security Council meets this Tuesday at China’s request to discuss the situation in the disputed Indian territory of Jammu
and Kashmir. The meeting comes after India removed the decades-old autonomy the area enjoyed under the Indian constitution in August,
which produced both local protests and international diplomatic rebukes. [Reuters]

India and Maldives foreign ministers agree in closer cooperation on Indo-Pacific security
(ls) Maldives Foreign Minister Abdulla Shahid met his counterpart S. Jaishankar on Friday for the first India-Maldives Joint Commission to be
held in four years. The meeting mainly dealt with defense and security cooperation as well as the Greater Male Area Connectivity project. Both
sides also agreed to work towards an increase of Indian investments and tourists to the Maldives. [Times of India]
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In an interview with The Hindu, Maldives Foreign Minister Shahid laid out foreign policy elements. Inter alia, he said, “for us, the freedom of
navigation, the total concept of the Indo-Pacific strategy is paramount, and we are fully part of it. In Washington this year, I assured Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo that we will play our role as the heart of the Indian Ocean.” [The Hindu]
17 December 2019

Nepal demands renegotiation of Gurkha recruitment deal with Britain
(ls) Nepal’s foreign ministry has announced that it wants to review a military deal allowing its citizens to be enlisted in the British army. The
announcement came just before a planned recruitment of Nepali women in the Brigade of Gurkhas for the first time in two centuries was
initiated. Britain has been enlisting Gurkhas, a tribe from Nepal’s Himalayan foothills known for their fierce combat abilities, since 1815. In
2007, Britain announced plans to recruit Gurkha women for its elite force. However, the existing agreement does not allow Nepal to play any
role in the recruitment process, which is the reason for Nepal’s call for renegotiation. [Reuters]
Here is a video about the British army’s recruitment selection process in Nepal. [YouTube]

China, Japan, South Korea agree to promote dialogue between USA and North Korea

24 December 2019

(dql) At a trilateral summit in Chengdu this week, China, Japan and South Korea have vowed to work together to help promote the North
Korea-US dialogue to end North Korea's nuclear program. South Korean President Moon Jae-in confirmed in a joint news conference that “the
three countries, agreed to continue close communication and cooperation toward denuclearization and lasting peace on the Korean
Peninsula.”
The pledge comes amid the looming year-end deadline set by Pyongyang for Washington to change what it considers as a policy of hostility. The
meeting is also a chance for Beijing to flex its diplomatic muscle and to present itself as weighty broker between Tokyo and Seoul whose ties
have hit rock bottom in recent months over trade issues and disputes over compensation payment for South Korean victims of forced labor
during Japan’s rule over the Korean Peninsula 1910-1945. [Aljazeera][Reuters]
24 December 2019

Bangladesh asking Russia to pressure Myanmar on Rohingya
(lf) Bangladesh's foreign minister has urged Russia to put more pressure on Myanmar regarding the Rohingyas, of which Bangladesh still hosts
between 600.000 to one million after they were forced to flee Myanmar amid a violent military crackdown. The refugees have led to a
humanitarian crisis as Bangladesh is not sufficiently equipped for the number of refugees.
Since the establishment of diplomatic relations between Russia and Myanmar in 1948 [Embassy of Russia in Myanmar], the two countries have
been close and the FM recognises that Russia - which has blocked a previous UN statement in the Rohingya case- holds a lot of sway over
Myanmar. [The Star]
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Malaysia hosts summit of Muslim nations despite Saudi Arabia’s criticism

24 December 2019

(ls) Malaysia hosted a summit of Muslim nations in Kuala Lumpur with Malaysia, Iran, Qatar and Turkey as the main participants. The summit
was a forum for discussions on closer cooperation in economy, science and technology as well as the defence industry. Cooperation
agreements were concluded regarding advanced hi-technology, media collaboration, centers of excellence, food security and youth leadership
and exchange programmes.
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahatir Mohamad said, “the most important aspect of all the focus is the need to be able to produce and create
new indigenous technologies.” He also emphasized that the conference was not aimed at replacing other Muslim platforms such the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). However, prior to the summit, Mahathir had expressed frustration with the OIC’s inability to forge
a united front and act decisively. [New Straits Times]
Saudi Arabia said the summit was the wrong forum for matters of importance to the world’s 1.75 billion Muslims, favoring the OIC, as the
appropriate platform. The OIC’s main executive organ, the Permanent Secretariat, is located in Saudi Arabia. It was previously reported that
said Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan, who was slated to participate as well, pulled out under pressure from Saudi Arabia, which is having
tense relations with Iran and Qatar. [Reuters]
At the end of the summit, Mahathir praised Iran and Qatar for withstanding economic embargoes (i.e. from Saudi Arabia and the United States)
and said it was important for the Muslim world to be self-reliant to face future threats. He also suggested that Iran, Malaysia, Turkey and Qatar
should consider the idea of using the gold dinar and barter, the Islamic medieval gold coin, for trade among them. [Straits Times]
24 December 2019

Indonesia files complaint to WTO in palm oil dispute with EU
(lf) Indonesia has filed a complaint with the World Trade Organization (WTO), claiming the EU’s new policies regarding the restriction of palm
oil to be discriminatory. In March, the EU had ruled out palm oil as a sustainable fuel alternative as it causes great deforestation, especially in
Indonesia and Malaysia. Indonesia thereupon had declared to retaliate, refusing the import of dairy and liquor products from the EU. The EU
had already filed a complaint in November of this year. [Reuters]
Indonesia is the biggest palm oil producer in the world. Palm oil is the world’s most used vegetable oil and can be found in most products from
food to cosmetics to fuel. Indonesia and Malaysia account for 85% of the world production. Half of the EUs imports of palm oil are made up
by biofuel. This means a large cut back in imports of palm oil in the near future. [rainforest rescue] [business insider].
Palm Oil production has become an important economic pillar for Indonesia, however, with high demand from across the world, the impact it
has on the environment has made palm oil a controversial product. To meet the demand, large parts of the rainforest in Indonesia and Malaysia
have been cut down, reducing the habitat of many endangered animals and plants. [The Independent]
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24 December 2019

China slams US National Defense Authorization Act 2020
(dql) US President Trump last Friday signed into law the “National Defense Authorization Act 2020 for Fiscal Year 2020” with a record high total
budget of 738 billion USD covering 658.4 billion USD for base Pentagon spending and 71.5 billion USD for war operations. The Act also officially
establishes the U.S. Space Force as the sixth branch of the U.S. armed forces which Trump hailed as “big moment,”, adding “[b]ecause space
is the world’s newest warfighting domain. Amid grave threats to our national security, American superiority in space is absolutely vital. And
we’re leading, but we’re not leading by enough. [CNBC][White House]
The Act, which contains a number China-critical legislation, 'has prompted strong objection by Beijing criticizing the Act’s “negative contents
distorting and smearing China's military development and on issues relating to Taiwan, Hong Kong and Xinjiang as well as prohibited purchase
of Chinese products”. Beijing also expressed “deep concerns” over the creation of the space force USA viewed as “a serious violation of the
international consensus on the peaceful use of outer space, undermin[ing] global strategic balance and stability, and pos[ing] a direct threat
to outer space peace and security.” [Washington Post][Xinhua][The Hill]

China backs Russia’s veto against UN Security Council resolution extending cross-border aid to Syria

24 December 2019

(dql) China has backed Russia in its veto against a UN Security Council resolution that would have extended for a year cross-border
humanitarian aid to Syria. A competing Russian resolution also failed. [Reuters]
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo harshly criticized both countries calling their move “shameful”, adding: "To Russia and China, who have
chosen to make a political statement by opposing this resolution, you have blood on your hands". China hit back criticizing the USA for
“politicizing humanitarian issues”.
Currently, humanitarian aid reaches Syria through U.N.-designated checkpoints in Turkey and Iraq without the formal permission of the regime
in Damascus. That authority, however, will expire on January 10. [The Guardian][VOA]
24 December 2019

U.S. to Resume Military Training Program for Pakistan
(jk) The United States government has decided to resume Pakistan's participation in a U.S. military training and educational program
(International Military Education and Training Program (IMET)) after it had been suspended by President Trump as part of the U.S. security aid
programs for Pakistan he halted in January 2018.
The largest share of the suspensions, worth around two billion USD, will remain in place however and IMET will be an "exception", if the
resumption is approved by the US Congress. [The New York Times]
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Second US - India 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue held in Washington
(jk) The US Secretary of State and Secretary of Defense hosted the Indian Minister of Defense and Minister of External for the second U.S.India 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue in Washington, D.C. last week.
The dialogue focused on growing the strategic partnership between the two and both sides agreed to "deepen cooperation to address regional
and global threats, combat terrorism, coordinate on disaster relief, train peacekeepers, promote transparent and sustainable infrastructure,
and advance maritime security." [US Department of State 1]
The joint statement released after the dialogue can be found here [US Department of State 2].

24 December 2019

Malaysia challenges Chinese claims in South China Sea
(fs/ls) Malaysia consolidates its position in terms of the disputed South China Sea’s geographical marking. The country’s Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Saifuddin Abdullah, said “Kuala Lumpur has the sovereign right to claim whatever there is within our waters” and “for China to claim
that the whole South China Sea belongs to China” is “ridiculous”. [AlJazeera]
Earlier this month, Malaysia filed a formal submission seeking clarification on the 322 kilometers economic zone to the UN’s Division for Ocean
Affairs and the Law of the Sea. To this China responded that the submission had “seriously infringed on China’s sovereignty, sovereign rights
and jurisdiction in the South China Sea” and requested the responsible body not to consider the request. [UN] [South China Morning Post]
In the South China Sea region, Indonesia was the first country to submit information on the outer limits of the continental shelf beyond 200
nm in the northwest area of Sumatra Island in 2008. In 2009, Vietnam and Malaysia jointly submitted claims relating to an area in the south of
the SCS. At the same time, Vietnam also lodged a partial submission on the northeast area of the South China Sea to the United Nations
Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS). Both submissions dismissed the possibility of continental shelves generated by the
insular features in the Spratly and Paracels. [The Diplomat]

24 December 2019

Vietnam: Increased cross-border hacking activities and cyber espionage
(ls/fs) According to reports, a group which is believed to be tied to the Vietnamese government and known as APT32 has increased its cyber
espionage activities, particularly in Southeast Asia where the automotive industry has been a key target. The hacking group’s exploits have
included intellectual property theft, the same activity for which Chinese hackers are well-known. Experts say that the Vietnamese hackers have
emulated some of China’s cyber methods, though on a significantly smaller scale. Vietnam is part of a growing group of countries that are
developing and buying cyber capabilities. [South China Morning Post 1]
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At the same time, Vietnamese Minister of National Defense Ngo Xuan Lich stated that cyberspace has become a “new territory”, which in spite
of its many benefits also arises itself as a new battlefield and therefore must be reckoned with. Due to frequent training, cooperation and
mobilization of resources and equipment, Lich affirmed that the country’s military is prepared to “well handle situations in cyberspace” [tui
tre news]
Meanwhile, Singapore suffered from a major cyber-attack on the personal data of about 100,000 defence personnel. Sensitive information
held by two security force vendors, including full names, identification details, and a combination of contact numbers, email and residential
addresses could be included in the potential data exposure. Earlier this year, the personal data of more than 4,000 people was compromised
after Singapore Red Cross’ website was hacked. Last year, the non-medical personal particulars of about 1.5 million patients were illegally
accessed and copied during a hack, which also tried to get hold of the private medical details of Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. [South China
Morning Post 2]

China-India relations: Huawei gets Indian government’s ok to participate in 5G trials

31 December 2019

(dql) The Indian government allowed Chinese telecom company Huawei Technologies Co to participate in trials for 5G networks. India’ move
comes amid efforts of the USA to lobby allies to refrain from using Huawei’s network equipment in their 5G networks. [ Economic Times]
31 December 2019

Philippines US relations tense over Senator de Lima case
(lf) The Philippines has banned two US Senators from entering the country after the US Congress had approved a provision against all Philippine
officials involved in the imprisonment of Senator de Lima. The Filipina Senator has been charged on drug offences in 2017 after she had led an
investigation about the mass killings during Duterte´s war on drugs. President Duterte threatened to enforce visa requirement on US citizens
should the US enforce sanctions against the Philippines. [Aljazeera]

31 December 2019

China challenges US in telecommunication and space
(dql) China announced the completion of its satellite-based radio-navigation system network “Big Dipper” within the first half of 2020 to rival
the U.S.-operated Global Positioning System (GPS). The move is a significant challenge to the U.S. hegemony over telecommunications
infrastructure in an encompassing process of decoupling between China and the USA. [Tech Crunch]
Furthermore, China launched its hitherto biggest rocket, the Long March 5, deploying the Shijian 20 communications satellite in the designated
orbit. With this 34th space launch of the year, China has carried out more space launches than any other country, including the United States
with 27. [Space.com] [South China Morning Post]
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Shortly before, US President Trump signed into law the “National Defense Authorization Act 2020 for Fiscal Year 2020” which officially
establishes the U.S. Space Force as the sixth branch of the U.S. armed forces. Trump called “space [..] the world’s newest warfighting domain.
Amid grave threats to our national security, American superiority in space is absolutely vital. And we’re leading, but we’re not leading by
enough.” [No. 52, December/2019, 4]
31 December 2019

Russia, China and Iran launch war games in Indian Ocean
(jk) Russia, China and Iran launched their first joint naval exercise this week in the Indian Ocean extending as far as the Gulf of Oman, near the
Strait of Hormuz, one of the major choke points for global oil supplies. China and Iran have previously held exercises there in 2017. [Financial
Times] [Navy Times]

China-constructed Port City Colombo off Sri Lanka's coast - strategic competitors are looking closely

31 December 2019

(jk) A Chinese-built island off Colombo, which is intended to become a kind of special economic zone, has been completed and officially handed
over to Sri Lanka earlier this month. [Dredging Today] Critical observers see the strategic location of the island as the main reason for the Chinese
investment and are particularly worried about the economic zone requiring "a new legal regime and regulations that some observers are
likening to the 'one country, two systems' formula China uses with Hong Kong", which would also require a change to the country's constitution.
The US and its allies fear a dual-use or even a purely military facility to be eventually set up there by China. [Nikkei Asian Review]

Japan rejects participation in US-led coalition patrol force in the Strait of Hormuz

31 December 2019

(dql) Amid heightened tensions between the USA and Iran, Japan’s government has announced that Japan will send a warship and patrol planes
to protect Japanese ships in the Middle East as response to the volatility of the situation in the region, from which the country receives nearly
90% of its crude oil imports.
With this decision for an independent military unit operating in the areas of the region excluding the Strait of Hormuz, Japan, which is caught
between its alliance with the USA and friendly ties with Iran, has refused to join a U.S.-led mission to protect shipping in the Strait of Hormuz.
Tokyo, however, would “cooperate” with the U.S.-led force and may provide it with intelligence. [Japan Times]

North Korea: Kim Jong-un discusses “aggressive measures” to protect country’s sovereignty
(dql) North Korean Leader Kim Jong-un has reportedly spoken about and discussed “proactive and aggressive political, diplomatic and military
response measures for ensuring the country’s sovereignty and security” during a plenary of an ongoing meeting of the Central Committee of
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the North Korea’s ruling Workers' Party which kicked off last Saturday. He suggested action to be taken in the areas of foreign affairs, the
munitions industry and armed forces.
While Kim failed to reveal details of these “measures”, his statement has raised concerns that Pyongyang will resume tests of intercontinental
ballistic missiles or nuclear weapons as its self-imposed year-end deadline, set for Washington to come up with new offers to break the impasse
of stalled denuclearizations talks, is drawing near without any moves made by the Trump administration. [Korea Herald] [CNBC]
In response, US National Security Advisor Robert O’Brien, urged Kim to wisely choose between two paths: one on which North Korea “can
become like South Korea, and be a very prosperous, very wealthy country,” or another that “takes [North Korea] down the road of sanctions
and isolation and being a pariah state.” [NK News]
31 December 2019

Cambodia: Airstrip stirs more suspicions about China’s plans
(jk) Dara Sakor in Cambodia is located in the countries south along its coastline facing the Gulf of Thailand. For a while now, it has been a
"Chinese investment zone that comprises 20 percent of Cambodia's coastline", and construction is booming. [Japan Times] [Asia in Review No. 30,
July/2019, 4]
Recent Chinese activity there and "other nearby Chinese projects [are] stirring fears that Beijing plans to turn this small Southeast Asian nation
into a de facto military outpost." Among the projects and due completion next year, are not only hotels and restaurants, but also crucial
infrastructure projects such as port facilities and the Dara Sakor International Airport, set to become the longest runway in Cambodia. Chinese
assurances of all infrastructure being purely for civil use has done little to dispel concern over the military or dual-use possibilities that come
with building and running such infrastructure. [The New York Times]

31 December 2019

Russia expands military ties with Laos beyond arms sales
(jk) Earlier in December, Russia and Laos launched their first-ever joint military exercise, "Laros 2019" [UrduPoint]. Albeit small, the exercise is
seen as significant for bilateral relations as well as for the region as they could set an example for other countries to expand on their military
ties with Russia and engage in more exercises, in addition to an already significant arms trade relationship. They also indicate Russia's ambitions
to once again become a more militarily relevant force in a region the Soviet Union was once very active in. [ Nikkei Asian Review]
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III.

Background Readings
01 January 2019

Chinese President’s visit to Brunei: progress and problems
(jk) While China has participated in all of Brunei’s recent large-scale infrastructure projects, and has become its largest trade partner, China
has not yet convinced Brunei to back joint development in its EEZ on Chinese terms, writes [ISEAS’s] Ian Story.

01 January 2019

An assessment of Narendra Modi’s foreign policy
(ls) In an interview with the Harvard Political Review, Brahma Chellaney assesses Indian prime minister Narendra Modi’s foreign policy
approach. For instance, Chellaney holds that “Mr. Modi has emphasized … building closer ties with like-minded democracies like the United
States, Japan, Australia, and European democracies. They have been his primary focus. At the same time, he has also sought to build
partnerships around China’s territory. Japan is very critical in that respect, so also are countries like Russia, Mongolia, Kazakhstan. For him,
the ties with Russia remain very important because of the China factor.” [Harvard Political Review]

01 January 2019

Overview of important judgments of the Indian Supreme Court in 2018
(ls) India Legal has compiled an overview of major Supreme Court judgments in 2018, covering constitutional law, human rights, criminal law
and other fields. [India Legal]

09 January 2019

The state of democracy in South Asia
(jk) From Sri Lanka to India, to Bangladesh, to Pakistan and beyond, the author examines the state of democracy in South Asia, in particular
problems of ethnic and religious majoritarianism and how elected politicians interfere with independent institutions or autonomous militaries
meddle in civilian politics. [Foreign Affairs]

Beyond “Debt-Trap Diplomacy”: The Dissemination of PRC State Capitalism
(dql) In his critical account of the narrative of PRC “debt-trap diplomacy”, Hong Zhang stresses that this narrative deflects from the main issue
at stake, namely “the penetration of the global economy by PRC ‘national champion’ state-owned enterprises (SOEs), which will serve to
entrench and legitimize the PRC development model” across the globe. [China Brief: The Jamestown Foundation]
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16 January 2019

“New Way” to manage Sino-Indian engagement?
(ls) A fresh RSIS commentary looks into current Sino-Indian relations. According to P.S. Suryanarayana, the two countries should pursue a
meticulous adherence to existing Sino-Indian confidence-building measures, conduct friendly but purposeful exercises and candid dialogue in
the military domain, and intensify soft-power diplomacy. [RSIS]

23 January 2019

Post-election prospects in Thailand
(ls) Thammasat’s Assistant Professor Prajak Kongkirati writes about the prospects of post-election politics in Thailand, supporting his analysis
with evidence from similar scenarios in the past. He holds that, under the “Thailand model”, elections are only the beginning of a new round
of struggles to set the terms of a political order that has yet to settle. According to his analysis, it will be difficult for the current military
government to establish a robust authoritarian regime, but nor will Thailand transition to a stable, democratic system. [New Mandala]

23 January 2019

Revolution in Military Affairs and India’s Defense Preparedness
(jk) With a focus on India, Happymon Jacob and Dr Vipin Narang speak about China’s growing military capabilities and India’s defense
preparedness. They further discuss tactical nuclear weapon systems, missile defense capabilities and ask how India’s strategic doctrine and
practices could adapt in order to maintain deterrence capability in what Vipin calls the “third nuclear age?” [Video: The Wire]

30 January 2019

Mahatma Gandhi’s relevance in contemporary Indian politics
(ls) As Saturday’s Indian Republic Day parade in New Delhi prominently featured Mahatma Gandhi, the New York Times evaluates his
significance in contemporary Indian politics, holding that he is no longer awe-inspiring or even relevant, although politicians still regularly
exploit nostalgia for him. In particular, among Hindu nationalists, part of the demographic base of India’s governing Bharatiya Janata Party,
and among the Dalits, a class of Indians bound at the bottom of India’s Hindu society for centuries, he is increasingly unpopular. [New York
Times]

30 January 2019

The Highest Stage of Colonialism?
(jk) In this lecture at Stanford University in October last year, Singaporean historian PJ Thum discusses Singapore’s development under the
People’s Action Party, how its colonial past shaped and shapes its developmental trajectory, and how Singapore currently fares in Southeast
Asia. He argues for instance that many laws that subordinated the individual rights to the needs of the states imposed by the British under
very specific historic circumstances, and designed to be temporary only, made it into permanent statutes and laws that continue to exist in
Singapore today [New Naratif].
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Old soldiers never die: Retired officers behind Jokowi and Prabowo
(ls) As several retired senior military officers have declared their support for either incumbent Indonesian President Joko Widodo or his
challenger Prabowo Subianto in the upcoming April 2019 presidential election, an RSIS commentary describes the importance of
endorsements from high-ranking retired soldiers for the respective campaigns. According to the analysis, the connections and networks to
local politicians and levers of power can be useful in turning out voters or securing high-profile endorsements from influential local figures, as
well as obtain critical information that can be used to shape campaign strategy. [RSIS]

[Video] Interview with former Ambassador of Pakistan to Sri Lanka and the United States

05 February 2019

(jk) Husain Haqqani, a Pakistani academic and former ambassador of Pakistan to Sri Lanka and the United States speaks in a wide-ranging
interview on the current state of affairs in Pakistani politics, why he does not trust the Pakistani judicial system, and on the continuing
dominance of the military in the country. [HTN News Youtube Channel]
12 February 2019

Laos: Rapid economic growth
(dql) Laos is one of the fastest growing economies in Southeast Asia with an economy and trade that has grown in average by 7.5 per cent and
17 per cent per year respectively since 2000. Buavanh Vilavong informs about the macroeconomic and structural challenges lying ahead. [East
Asia Forum]

19 February 2019

The world’s biggest elections
(jk) With general elections due to take place in India, the country will embark on the world's biggest exercise in democracy over the coming
months. The lead-up reveals some truly staggering numbers, such as an 875 million strong electorate and more than 10 million election officials
[CNN], as well as a lot of logistical problems to be taken care of. For more background on elections in India, there is a fantastic podcast episode
available by La Trobe University featuring Emeritus Professor and India expert Robin Jeffrey. [Voting in the World’s Largest Democracy (India
Rising #2)]

Book Review: ‘Media’s Shifting Terrain: Five Years that Transformed the Way India Communicates’ by Pamela Philipose
(ls) Maitrayee Chaudhuri reviews Pamela Philipose's book 'Media’s Shifting Terrain: Five Years that Transformed the Way India Communicates',
which is a comprehensive account of the changes in Indian media and its politics. She writes that the book is remarkable in the manner that it
weaves in multiple processes and moves from online to offline events and captures both the larger economic, political and technological
developments and the feel of the “raw, youthful mediatized presence” in the events that it addresses. [The Wire]
567

26 February 2019

05 March 2019

What will Indonesian women win this election?
(ls) In the New Mandala, Dyah Ayu Kartika writes about Indonesian women supporting political parties and candidates. Due to their strong
social networks, she holds that they are highly effective foot soldiers in the grassroots campaign. For her article, Kartika followed some
members of women’s partisan groups from both the Jokowi and Prabowo camps as the campaign got underway. She investigated whether
these female campaigners are a new voice for women’s issues in Indonesia’s democracy, whether they can encourage reforms that are
important to women—or whether they are being instrumentalized by the predominately-male campaign teams. [New Mandala]

05 March 2019

Can Laos afford to be the ‘Battery of Asia’?
(ls) Months after last year’s deadly disaster at the Xe Pian-Xe Namnoy hydropower dam in Laos, the Lao government maintains that investing
in hydropower dams is necessary to eradicate poverty in the country and boost the economy. However, critics continue to point out that the
Lao people might have to pay the price through the loss of traditional livelihoods, degradation of the environment and, on occasions such as
the dam collapse, the loss of lives. The Nation presents the main arguments in an overview. [The Nation]

12 March 2019

Kashmir’s armed groups fighting for independence
(jk) Kashmir continues to suffer from an unresolved dispute over whether the territory should be part of India, Pakistan or be independent.
Involved in the struggle are a number of armed groups that fight for Kashmiri self-determination. This useful [Al Jazeera] piece provides some
basic background on who these groups are. One of them, Jaish-e-Muhammad (JeM), is the group that claimed responsibility for the recent
terror attack in India that set off the recent India-Pakistan crisis.

Philippines: Extremist foothold remains stubborn scourge in the restive south despite ISIS failures in the Middle East
(zf) As ISIS continues to haemorrhage territory and influence in the Middle East, some areas in the southern Philippines remain stubborn
hotspots of extremist ideology. Despite concerns from analysts and observers, however, the government has mostly sought to downplay the
issue, claiming that the groups consist of misguided and disillusioned young people, not international terrorists. The reality is much more
complicated: reporting has confirmed the existence of international money and personnel flows among the groups, and some openly display
the ISIS flag while claiming to be members of ISIS’ East Asia province. This piece gives some background information on these issues,
highlighting the different reactions and responses to the scourge of Filipino extremism. [New York Times]
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12 March 2019

Implications of a Ma’ruf Amin Vice-Presidency in Indonesia
(jk) Indonesian President Joko Widodo has last year decided to make 75-year-old Islamic scholar Ma’ruf Amin his running mate for next year’s
presidential election. Amin is the head of the Indonesian Ulema Council, the top Muslim clerical body in Indonesia and was heavily involved in
the scandal and subsequent prison sentence of ethnic Chinese Christian candidate “Ahok” who lost to Anies Baswedan in a bid to become
governor of Jakarta in 2017. Making Amin his running mate for 2019 is largely viewed as an effort to make sure Jokowi appeals to the traditional
Muslim vote for the presidential elections this year. With recent polls indicating the duo has a comfortable lead, this piece looks at the possible
implications of this particular vice-presidency and in particular at possible further “islamization” of the Indonesian society. [ISEAS]

19 March 2019

Indonesia’s ‘Red scare’ revived ahead of elections
(ls) Ahead of April’s national elections, the Indonesian police is currently engaged in raiding bookshops and confiscating books suspected of
having communist content. These actions have reminded some of the 1960s, when more than half a million leftists were massacred across
the Southeast Asian nation, a bloody spectacle that ushered in the long rule of dictator Suharto, whose fervent anti-communist stance remains
decades on. In 2017, declassified US diplomatic documents revealed that a communist-fearing White House was well aware of the bloody
purges, which one diplomat described as a “widespread slaughter”. [Straits Times]

19 March 2019

The role of the Catholic Church in Philippine politics
(ls) Whereas today, the Catholic Church in the Philippines is rather clear about its role in politics – bishops and priests have the moral duty to
speak, but they should leave partisan politics to the laity – there have been times in Philippine history, when the Catholic hierarchy flexed
political muscles. Rappler takes an exciting look at the past and present role of the Church in Philippine politics. [Rappler]

19 March 2019

The Assassination of Benazir Bhutto
(jk) “The Assassination” is a 10-part podcast from the BBC World Service about the death of former Prime Minister of Pakistan Benazir Bhutto
who was killed in a suicide-bomb attack in December 2007. It traces the assassination and investigation into it and asks why – more than ten
years after the murder – there have not yet been any charges or convictions in the case. [BBC]

From Declaration to Code: Continuity and Change in China’s Engagement with ASEAN on the South China Sea
(jk) This ISEAS piece looks at the People’s Republic of China’s engagement with ASEAN over the South China Sea. It finds that from the
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea to the negotiations on the Code of Conduct (COC), which is still in process, the
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PRC displays two constant features. They are the repeated dismissal of legally binding instruments as well as continuing efforts to solidify
territory in the SCS, simultaneous with diplomatic engagement with ASEAN. [ISEAS]
02 April 2019

TA closer look at China-Indonesia relations
(ls) An ISEAS short piece looks at China-Indonesia relations. Dewi Fortuna Anwar describes how bilateral relations between Indonesia and
China have always been complicated by being entangled with Indonesian domestic politics. Anti-Chinese sentiment and discriminatory policies
against the sizeable ethnic-Chinese minority in the country have been prevalent throughout Indonesian history. Nonetheless, she then lays
out how China has become Indonesia’s largest trading partner and its third largest foreign investor, with President Joko Widodo facilitating
China’s investment in major infrastructure projects. [ISEAS]

Sister Islands in the Indian Ocean Region: Linking the Andaman and Nicobar Islands to La Réunion

02 April 2019

(jk) An interesting article on why and how India could look to closer cooperation with small island nations and how strategic islands played a
key role in establishing the British empire’s dominance over the Indian Ocean region. Small islands matter and are more and more in the
geopolitical focus. [War on the Rocks]
09 April 2019

Nepal: An analysis after 14 months of Prime Minster Oli’s government
(ls) As the unified Nepal Communist Party, which commands a two thirds majority in Nepal’s parliament, has been in governmental power
under Prime Minister K.P. Oli for fourteen months, an analysis assesses the major challenges the government faces. Among them are,
according to the analysis, extended rivalry among the top leadership, the intra-party relationship – the Unified Marxist–Leninist and the
Maoists have remained two separate entities at the ground level – and Oli’s non-inclusive leadership style. [Eurasia Review]

17 April 2019

China’s Seventh-Generation Leadership Emerges onto the Stage
(dql) In the last quarter of 2018, a number of cadres born in the 1970s - officials belonging to the “Seventh Generation” (7G) of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) - were promoted to key regional positions as vice-governors, vice-ministers, or their equivalents. Willy Wo-Lap Lam
provides interesting background information on ten of China’s possible leaders of tomorrow. [China Brief: The Jamestown Foundation]

23 April 2019

Rodolfo Severino, former ASEAN secretary-general, passes away at 82
(jk) Philippine diplomat and former ASEAN secretary-general Rodolfo Severino Jr. passed away last week. He was the 10th secretary-general
of ASEAN from 1998-2002. [Straits Times]
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30 April 2019

India’s Supreme Court on the edge
(jk) Is India’s Supreme Court going through its darkest hour since India’s independence? According to this observer, Indian PM Modi has “spent
his first term centralizing power while debasing the institutions that were supposed to curb such impulses. The autonomy of educational,
legislative, economic, and investigative bodies—not very lofty to begin with—has gone into a downward spiral.” [The Atlantic]

07 May 2019

How Narendra Modi changed the face of Indian foreign policy
(ls) A DW analysis argues that India has usually adopted a "non-aligned" foreign policy, but since Prime Minister Modi came to power in 2014,
New Delhi has shown more assertiveness in international relations, particularly in its dealing with Pakistan. [DW]

14 May 2019

Malaysia: 50 years after 13 May 1969
(ls) Malaysiakini has prepared an excellent multi-media special looking back on the Sino-Malay sectarian violence in Kuala Lumpur on 13 May
1969. The riot occurred in the aftermath of the 1969 Malaysian general election when opposition parties made gains at the expense of the
ruling coalition, the Alliance Party. Official reports put the number of deaths due to the riots at 196, other sources suggested a toll of close to
600, with most of the victims Chinese. The event is significant as it led to the first Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman stepping down from
office and eventually to a change in government policy that would favor Malays by the implementation of the New Economic Policy (NEP).
[Malaysiakini]

14 May 2019

Snapshots of Ramadan across Asia
(ls) The South China Morning Post portraits the beginning of Ramadan, the Muslim holy month of fasting from dawn till dusk, in three major
Asian cities: Hong Kong, Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur. The report describes the communal bonds and traditions that bind Muslim communities
amid changing societies. [South China Morning Post]

India: How Ayodhya became the main battleground of Hindu nationalist politics
(ls) In a New York Times opinion piece, the rise of Hindu nationalist politics in India is exemplified in the fate of the city of Ayodhya, considered
holy by Buddhists, Jains and Muslims, and believed by most Hindus to be the birthplace of Ram, one of Hinduism’s most revered deities. The
author describes how the city transformed since the violent clashes of 6 December 1992 and, more recently, how Prime Minister Modi and
his party have been seeking re-election by promising the Hindu majority that their interests will take precedence over those of the Muslim
minority. [New York Times]
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Constitutional guardianship in Nepal
(ls) More than three years after the adoption of Nepal’s Constitution, an opinion piece in the Nepali Times describes how the country’s
constitutional court has yet to embrace one of its most important roles: framing and shaping the course of constitutional federalism,
particularly regarding intergovernmental relations. The authors argue that this has contributed to ongoing legal and jurisdictional paralysis,
which hampered effective functioning of provincial and local governments. [Nepali Times]

Facebooking in Myanmar: From Hate Speech to Fake News to Partisan Political Communication

21 May 2019

(jk) Facebook is incredibly wide-spread in Myanmar. It is used for all kinds of communication and provides plenty of opportunity to
communities near and far from cities. At the same time, the platform is notorious for hate speech and fake news. The government seeks
control and regulation over social media by establishing a monitoring body and preparing a cyber law. Facebook itself has removed accounts
and pages allied with or supportive of the Myanmar military, and those that are engaged in coordinated deceptive behaviour. How can one
control what is on Facebook without hampering its useful and necessary applications for an opening country? [ISEAS]
28 May 2019

Cambodia: Remembrance complicated by politics
(ls) On the occasion of the annual observance marking the day in 1975 when the communist regime of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge began
the mass killings of the Cambodian genocide, a Time article looks at the fact that remembrance is complicated by the purpose the day has
served for the governments that followed the Khmer Rouge. It argues that the questions it raises are profound: What does it mean when a
government decrees that the past must be remembered in a certain way? And how do you memorialize something you can’t forget? [Time]

28 May 2019

National Security Conversations: India, Indo-Pacific and the Quad
(jk) In a conversation with a former commander and retired naval officer from the Indian Navy, the discussion evolves around the latest on
the Quad as well as the Indo-Pacific concept from an Indian perspective. Is India soft-pedalling the Quad or does it want it to grow stronger?
[TheWire]

04 June 2019

The 2019 Asia Power Index
(jk) The Lowy Institute, an Australian think tank, released its 2019 Asia Power Index last week. It is a great resource and has come up with
some eye-catching take-aways, such as "The biggest challenger to China’s rise is not the United States but itself", or "Japan has become the
leader of the liberal order in Asia, while India will not be the next China". [The Interpreter] [Lowy Institute]
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Hindus’ attitudes towards secularism in India
(ls) The Washington Post has published the summary of a research conducted by Ajay Verghese, an assistant professor in the Department of
Political Science at the University of California at Riverside, about Indians’ attitudes toward secularism. He conducted a survey of 900 Hindus
across the state of Bihar on religion and politics. His preliminary findings show that Hindus in Bihar overwhelmingly support many of the ideals
of Indian secularism, including government support for mosques. However, the more religious voters are, the more they subscribe to the
tenets of Hindu nationalism, especially the idea that Hindus deserve preferential treatment over Muslims. [Washington Post]

The Significance of Everyday Access to Justice in Myanmar’s Transition to Democracy

11 June 2019

(jk) In Myanmar, "ordinary people distrust and fear the official system and perceive courts as expensive, slow, distant, intrusive, and therefore
the least preferred option in efforts to seek justice". Consequently, many "legal issues" are resolved by alternative providers of justice, such
as elders, religious leaders or administrative officials. These pathways however, are informal and often not sufficiently recognized by outside
observers. Their murkiness complicates any possible justice reform. This piece argues that alternative justice systems can contribute to stability
when the official system has limited reach and is mistrusted. First though, the systems need to be properly understood. [ISEAS]

18 June 2019

Vietnam: A look back on the Republic of Cochinchina
(ls) In the New Mandala, Brett Reilly describes the reality and the legacy of the French-sponsored Republic of Cochinchina in Vietnam after
the Second World War. He writes that the republic’s president, Nguyễn Văn Thinh, saw it as a means to counter the Viet Minh-led revolution
and to stop France from re-colonizing Cochinchina after World War II. Moreover, he describes the diversity of leadership within Vietnam’s late
colonial society and the alternative aspirations for political development that many Vietnamese supported. [New Mandala]

International Commission of Jurists (ICJ) Report on LGBTQ in India: Still devoid of key rights

18 June 2019

(jk) After encouraging rulings of late, such as the Supreme Court decriminalising consensual adult same-sex relationships in India or the legal
recognition of a third gender, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer (LGBTQ) persons continue to suffer violations of their basic rights,
according to a report by the International Commission of Jurists (ICJ). The report “details human rights violations suffered by LGBTQ persons
in their family homes, workplaces, and public spaces including streets, public toilets, public transport and shopping centres" and offers
recommendations with regards to amending or repealing existing laws in order to safeguard members of the LGBTQ community. [ICJ]

Mega dams, sand mining and renewable energy: Navigating a new course for the mighty rivers of Southeast Asia
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(jk) This recorded session at the Foreign Correspondence Club Thailand in Bangkok deals with water resource management, mainly focusing
on Southeast Asia. The Mekong, Irrawaddy and Salween rivers rise pass through China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam.
They are critical for tens of millions of people, are a haven of biodiversity and home to critically endangered species. Agri- and aquaculture,
hydropower, sand mining and climate change are among the factors that put the rivers are under huge pressure. The panel discusses " issues
surrounding the mighty rivers of the Greater Mekong region and sustainable solutions that will allow these rivers to remain healthy and
maintain productive ecosystems able to sustain biodiversity and livelihoods for future generations." [FCCT Youtube]
25 June 2019

A Pakistani homeland for Buddhism?
(ls) A fascinating article in the Journal of South Asian Studies describes how, at the time when Pakistan was created as a homeland for Indian
Muslims during the 1947 Partition of British India, Pakistani historians struggled to forge a unifying history for the new Muslim nation-state
through Islam. In response, the article shows that Pakistani museum curators co-opted and reframed Buddhist sculptures from before the
arrival of Islam to differentiate Pakistan from India and to make sense of Pakistan’s recently drawn borders and to build global cultural
connections to Southeast Asia and Europe. [Journal of South Asian Studies]

02 July 2019

China and Japan’s Pragmatic Peace
(dql) Despite the fact that Sino-Japanese relations remain problematic due to structural constraints including an ongoing standoff in territorial
disputes in the East China Sea, mutual military distrust, and Japans critical stance toward China's Belt and Road initiative, both countries have
been focusing on stability and a pragmatic peace in their relationship for the sake of economic output for the past years. The driving cause for
this lies in the US-China rivalry which does not allow Beijing to have adversarial relationships with both Washington and Tokyo at the same
time forcing Beijing to scrap its traditional policy of islolating Japan, J. Berkshire Miller argues in [Foreign Policy].

ASEAN Economic Outlook 2019: Changing Skies?

09 July 2019

(jk) ASEAN thus far in 2019 performed rather well with Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam recording "5.1%, 4.5% and 6.8% growth respectively"
in the first quarter of 2019. However, challenges ahead are abundant with further economic strain likely due to geopolitical concerns of major
powers, as well as ASEAN's own problems regarding trade and investment barriers and still some uncertainty regarding RCEP negotiations.
[RSiS]
16 July 2019

Book review: “Empire of the Winds” (Philip Bowring)
(ls) In the New Mandala, Jeffrey Mellefont reviews Philip Bowring’s book “Empire of the Winds”. The book is a multidisciplinary account of
seafaring and trading societies, from their prehistoric origins until now. It describes the dynamic role in the networks of oceanic trading that
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stretched from Asia across the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean for thousands of years. These networks later led to the last half millennium
of European expansion and were the forerunners of today’s globalized economy. [New Mandala]

Children on death row: Why Pakistan must stop hanging juvenile offenders

16 July 2019

(jk) Despite legislation in Pakistan against capital punishment for offenders below the age of 18 and Pakistan being party to the United Nations
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) prohibiting capital punishment
for juvenile offenders, cases of juvenile offenders' executions are no exception. The Justice Project Pakistan has launched a book titled "The
Death Penalty in Pakistan: A Critical Review" to shed more light on the issue last week. Read an excerpt and more on the project here [Dawn].
23 July 2019

Aadhaar: Governing with biometrics
(ls) Aadhaar is the name of India’s national biometric identification program, the largest of its kind anywhere in the world. By the year 2019,
the government had issued a twelve-digit unique ID to nearly every adult resident in India, linked to minimal biometric (fingerprints, iris scan
data and facial photograph) and biographical (name, age, gender, address) information in a centralized database. Last year, the system
received constitutional clearance by the Supreme Court, with only a few restrictions. Several articles in a special issue of the Journal of South
Asian Studies look at Aadhaar’s challenges and chances in the world’s largest democracy. [Journal of South Asian Studies]

30 July 2019

Four Challenges to Governance in South Asia
(jk) In a recently published essay, Professor Ali Riaz of Illinois State University argues that South Asian countries have not benefitted from
neoliberal policies they have adopted and that “developmentalist” arguments have accelerated disparity. He states governance in the region
faces four vital challenges: contesting sources of state legitimacy, the absence of inclusivity in politics and economy; and the absence of rule
of law, and neopatrimonialism. [The Daily Star]

06 August 2019

Chinese Participation in the 2019 Indonesian Elections
(jk) This short article assesses Chinese participation in both parliamentary election and presidential election in Indonesia, which was
suppressed under the New Order regime and re-emerged after Suharto. In the 2019 parliamentary election, two new at least notionally “ethnic
Chinese parties” entered the race but both failed to clear the electoral threshold. [ISEAS] Indonesia’s largest Muslim group on the other hand,
is set for bigger role in Jokowi’s second term. [South China Morning Post]
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The state of Human Rights in Southeast Asia (Podcast )
(jk) This Asia & The Pacific Policy Society podcast is a panel discussion on human rights in Southeast Asia today. It touches on ASEAN’s approach
to diplomacy and human rights, the UN's pressure, or lack thereof, on Myanmar, and how China and the US play a role in shaping human rights
in the region. [Policy Forum Pod]

Contending US and Chinese Visions for Regional Order at the Shangri-La Dialogue: A Mixed Reception from Southeast Asia

13 August 2019

(jk) Based on the geopolitical discussions of this year's Shangri La Dialogue and the narratives of the US on the one, and China on the other
hand, this piece looks at how Southeast Asia continues to promote the ASEAN Way of conflict resolution and ASEAN centrality in the regional
security order. [ISEAS]
20 August 2019

Human Trafficking at the Nepal-India Border
(jk) Thousands of Nepali women and girls are trafficked into India each year. They often cross the border for work or to shop specific products
that are not available in Nepal, but many never return. Victims are often lured in to India with promises of well-paying jobs and higher
education and are then trafficked into illegal sex work. [The Kathmandu Post] The porous border is a trafficking hotspot and a local NGO
estimates that "30,000 women and young girls are smuggled from Nepal to India each year. According to its data, most victims are between
12 and 25 years old, though some are as young as 8." [World Politics Review]

20 August 2019

India since independence: less and less democracy
(jk) Commenting on history and what Indians have done with 72 years of freedom, a historian of modern India and biographer of Mahatma
Gandhi argues that India, despite many achievements, is now less democratic than it once was. In fact, he concluded twelve years ago that
India was a “50-50 democracy”: free and fair elections, free movement of people, but also political corruption or discrimination based on
caste, gender and religion. Today, "[g]iven the lack of any sort of credible opposition to the BJP, the atmosphere of fear among religious
minorities and the attacks on a free press, we are now a 40-60 democracy, and — if the recent abuse of state power in Kashmir is any indication
— well on the way to becoming 30-70." [The Washington Post]

27 August 2019

A visual history of India’s national security laws
(ls) Scroll.in has put together an impressive account of India’s national security legislation from the colonial era to today’s India. The authors
argue that the legal framework is not restricted to one or two laws but is instead a persistent logic frequently used against minority
communities and dissidents critical of the government of the day. [Scroll.in]
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27 August 2019

Is the era of “Red versus Yellow” over in Thailand?
(ls) In a piece for the New Mandala, James Buchanan sums up the debate about whether or not the Red/Yellow divide in Thailand is a thing of
the past. He argues that, while current lines of demarcation are largely described along the pro/anti-military and democracy vs. dictatorship
camps, these divisions were also underscoring the distinctions between Red and Yellow in the early 2000s, and the underlying causes of
Thailand’s troubles have not changed since. [New Mandala]

27 August 2019

Citizens are speaking out in Vietnam
(ls) The East Asia Forum has published a piece about the rise in political activism in Vietnam. It describes how authorities react not just with
repression but increasingly also with tolerance as aggressive campaigns to halt all activism would intensify discontent and challenges to
Vietnamese Communist Party rule. According to the author, officials acknowledge that to maintain political order, the party and its government
must heed, at least to some extent, people’s concerns. [East Asia Forum]

Disinformation, violence, and anti-Chinese sentiment in Indonesia’s 2019 elections

03 September 2019

(ls) An interesting piece from ISEAS takes a look at the violence that broke out in Indonesia on 21-23 May 2019, which, according to the author,
marks the world’s first instance of online disinformation leading to election-related riots. The author describes how a disinformation cascade
followed the opposition’s claim that the election had been stolen by incumbent president Jokowi. Framed by this narrative, social media
platforms saw a large spike in the volume of anti-Chinese disinformation. [ISEAS]

Timor-Leste: Domestic troubles but steady improvements on foreign relations

10 September 2019

(jk) On the occasion of the 20th anniversary of East Timor's independence last week [AiR 36, September/2019, 1], this short background article
looks at the young country's relation with its neighbors, specifically Australia, Indonesia and ASEAN more broadly. While the country is facing
some domestic issues with regards to mistrust between President and government, fanned by allegations of corruption, East Timor's foreign
relations are more hopeful and it continues to pursue its aim to join ASEAN. [RSIS]
17 September 2019

Ongoing controversy over National Register of Citizens (NRC) in Assam
(jk) The controversy over the National Register of Citizens (NRC) in India's northeast state of Assam remains. Even after final numbers have
been released, the problems with the exercise are far from over [AiR, 36, September 1]. According to this author, "the goal of the massive
exercise which involved some 50,000 persons, lasting some seven years and costing close to 1.5 billion rupees (about $220 million) was to
scour the land for non-Indians, for the most part Bangladeshis who had come over quietly, informally and settled ubiquitously", but none of
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it has been achieved. Instead, no one, including the groups that called for the register will be satisfied with this outcome as the majority of
the nearly 2 million off the list do not appear to be Muslim, but Bengali Hindus. [Al Jazeera]
17 September 2019

India and its neighbourhood policy to counter the BRI
(jk) Modi's "Neighborhood First" policy is India’s attempt to counter China’s Belt and Road plan and keep New Dehli’s regional influence strong,
argues Stratfor in [The National Interest]

24 September 2019

Myanmar: Origins of the longest civil war in the world
(jk) This is the first of a three-part series on the longest civil war in the world. Part one explores the history of Myanmar's conflicts going back
hundreds of years when ancient kingdoms were struggling for dominance, eventually resulting in domination by the Burmans. An audio version
of the article is available. [Global Ground Media]

01 October 2019

The political economy of social media in Vietnam
(ls) Unlike China where most Western social media platforms are blocked, Vietnam adopts a relatively open approach to these platforms. The
Vietnamese government tends to accommodate Western social media platforms by trying to enforce their compliance with local rules through
regulatory and economic means rather than blocking them altogether. This instructive piece from ISEAS describes the political economy of
social media in Vietnam. [ISEAS]

08 October 2019

On the successes of Taiwan's New Southbound Policy
(jk) At the East-West Center, several authors discuss Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy from domestic, foreign policy, and strategic
perspectives. It has had success improving trade, investment, tourism and educational engagement with ASEAN countries. In his piece on
Vietnam, one of the authors sums up that "after Tsai’s inauguration, Taiwan’s exports to ASEAN increased by 14.2% in 2017, and investment
rose by 73.3% in 2016 from the previous years. In addition, the number of ASEAN students studying in Taiwan ranks second after China while
the number of tourists from Southeast Asia rose by 29% in 2017 from the previous year as a result of the relaxation on visa policy for ASEAN
nationals". [East West Center] [A Vietnam Perspective on Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy]

08 October 2019

An analysis of Bangladesh’s Digital Security Act
(ls) A thorough analysis of Bangladesh’s Digital Security Act (BDSA) of 2018 argues that the law was created to mitigate Section 57 of the
previous Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Act of 2006. However, the author argues that, contrary to expectations, the BDSA
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casts an even wider net over free speech and dissent than its predecessor. The Act not only broadened the scope of what constitutes online
crime but also took away the few legal protections granted under the ICT Act. [ORF]
15 October 2019

Lord Reid and the framing of the Malayan federal constitution
(ls) The Journal of Southeast Asian Studies has published a piece by Joseph Fernando on the Scottish Lord Reid's influence on the framing of
the Malayan (later: Malaysian) federal constitution. The article argues that Reid was the main playmaker and moderator during the
constitution-framing process and played a critical role in ensuring a balance that was achieved between the competing demands of the federal
government and the states, safeguarding the fundamental rights of the citizens against the state, and in moderating the various communal
demands. [Journal of Southeast Asian Studies]

22 October 2019

How the PRC pushes its agenda in Myanmar's media
(jk) [Myanmar now] provides an interesting deep dive into some of the People's Republic of China's strategies to push for media outlets in
Myanmar to peddle pro-Beijing narratives.

22 October 2019

Don’t make us choose: Southeast Asia in the throes of US-China rivalry

(jk) This report from the Brookings Institution describes aspects of the US-China rivalry across a number of major summits and
fora from late 2018 to 2019, including major ASEAN summits, the Second Belt and Road Forum in April 2019 and the ShangriLa Dialogue in May and June. It further looks at the particular experience of Southeast Asia in dealing with this great power
rivalry and why it is instructive more broadly. [Brookings]
22

Maritime terrorism in Asia: An assessment

October

2019

(ls) A paper published by the Observer Research Foundation evaluates the possibility of an increase in maritime terrorist violence in Asia.
Based on an analysis of recent incidents, it argues that the vulnerability of high seas shipping to criminal acts of violence and the weak and
inconsistent nature of maritime governance raises the possibility of a terrorist strike in the Asian littorals. [ORF]
29 October 2019

Russia silently returns to South Asia to balance the US and China
(jk) Moscow announced its return by supporting India on the Kashmir issue after New Delhi abrogated Article 370, calling it an internal matter
of India. A close look at Russia’s moves in South Asia, from Afghanistan to Bangladesh reveals that Moscow is positioning itself as an
independent actor in the region, bold enough to balance both the US and China." [Observer Research Foundation]
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The role of social media companies in shaping political discourse in Indonesia

29 October 2019

(ls) The New Mandala has published a piece by Aldila Irsyad who argues that social media companies have more control than the government
of Indonesia in limiting the freedom of expression of its citizens. Irsyad discusses the question to what extent they will control the political
discourse in Indonesia. [New Mandala]
05 November 2019

Victim's tale of time in Xinjiang prison
(jk) [Focus Taiwan's] report on the experiences of a female prisoner who says she has spent 15 months inside a Chinese "re-education" camp
in Xinjiang.

05 November 2019

The effects of American anti-abortion policies on Nepal
(ls) A detailed report on Buzzfeed describes the effects of conservative American politics on parts of Nepal’s health care sector. It lays out how,
shortly after U.S. President Donald Trump was elected, he activated a “global gag rule” (GGR), banning US funding of foreign NGOs that provide
abortion counseling or referrals. The article argues that, for a country like Nepal where the health care sector relies heavily on U.S. aid, the
effects were very negative for women’s health. [Buzzfeed]

12 November 2019

Anti-dam movements in Southeast Asia
(ls) While several Southeast Asian governments view hydropower dams as national development projects to be promoted by decision makers
and businesses, civil society organizations and communities often advocate for a counternarrative demanding greater responsibility of the
investors. A piece in The Diplomat describes anti-dam movements in Thailand as well as transboundary approaches. [The Diplomat]

Four immediate reforms to strengthen the Myanmar National Human Rights Commission

19 November 2019

(jk) The International Commission of Jurists has published a legal briefing note which outlines four immediate reforms that if implemented,
would enhance the Myanmar Human Rights Commission's abilities to protect human rights. The commission that was established eight years
ago has remained largely ineffective as its independence from both the government and in particular the military is highly questionable. [ICJ]
19 November 2019

Bougainville’s Quest for Independence
(jk) A special report on the upcoming referendum this week in Bougainville - if it passes, Bougainville might become the next new nation in
the world, breaking away from Papua New Guinea. [Australian Foreign Affairs]
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Book excerpt: “Migration in the Time of Revolution: China, Indonesia, and the Cold War”

26 November 2019

(ls) In her new book, historian Zhou Taomo looks at the complex ties between China and Indonesia in the cold war. Zhou argues that migration
and activism by ethnic Chinese were major forces shaping the relations between Beijing and Jakarta. The South China Morning Post has
published some excerpts. [South China Morning Post]
26 November 2019

Video: India Nepal Relations in Shadow of Chinese Influence
(jk) A conversation with a former Indian ambassador to Nepal who looks at the historical evolution of India-Nepal relations and argues that
the concern over increasing Chinese involvement in Nepal, and resulting threats to India, is exaggerated. While he sees "legitimate areas of
concern", India should seek avenues for cooperation with both. [The Wire]

03 December 2019

"Pracharat welfare" depoliticises Thailand’s “political peasants”
(jk) This article traces the development of welfare in Thailand and explains how it is affecting ongoing changes in the relationship between the
state and rural areas in the country. It explains how attitudes to welfare policy of a large section of Thais remains negative and that by linking
the objectives of it to "the efficient use of state expenditure and stimulating the economy muddy the goal of reducing inequality and easily
leaves it open to distortion under the guise of meeting the other objectives." Moreover, it finds that increasing "intimacy" between an
undemocratic state and private conglomerates is the defining relationship driving welfare policy. [New Mandala]

03 December 2019

Free download: CJCL Special issue on constitution-making in Asia-Pacific
(ls) A special issue on contemporary constitution-making in Asia-Pacific is available for temporary free download from Oxford’s Chinese Journal
of Comparative Law. The issue contains articles on Thailand, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Timor-Leste and Bhutan. [Chinese Journal of Comparative
Law]

10 December 2019

Indonesia’s democratic paradox
(ls) In a piece written for the New Mandala, Edward Aspinall and Marcus Mietzner argue that, though the co-existence of Indonesia’s
competitive elections with illiberal trends appears contradictory, the two are in fact interrelated. [New Mandala]

17 December 2019

Thailand – Asia’s strong new data protection law
(jk) Graham Greenleaf and Arthit Suriyawongkul have written a piece back in September clarifying some of the complexities underlying
Thailand's Personal Data Protection Act and conclude that the act could become one of Asia's strongest laws on data protection. It is the first
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in Asia that is strongly "GDPR" based and sets a high standard for data protection generally. However, they caution that administration of the
law is key and that many sub-regulations and exemptions are not yet clear. [SSRN Papers]
24 December 2019

Duterte’s Coast Guard diplomacy
(ls) In a piece for the Diplomat, Jay Tristan Tarriela argues that the reappointment of Admiral Joel Garcia to lead the Philippine Coast Guard
(PCG) indicates how President Rodrigo Duterte wants the PCG to engage countries, not just for the purpose of strengthening the capability of
the PCG but as a diplomatic instrument in managing the tension in the South China Sea. He analyzes the PCG’s role and potential in engaging
with China, the United States, Japan, the EU and fellow Southeast Asian countries. [The Diplomat]

24 December 2019

India’s strategy in the China-Russia-USA triangle
(jk) India wants to be a Eurasian power, it has close military ties with Moscow and important economic ones with Beijing. The US, at the same
time, is a strategic counterweight. Balancing it all is a difficult task. [Limes Online]

Charting Convergence - Exploring the Intersection of the U.S. Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy and Taiwan’s New Southbound 31 December 2019
Policy
(jk) "The United States has advanced its vision for the region through the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy, which is founded on and aims to protect - common principles that have benefitted all countries in the region. Taiwan upholds the same principles and has a similar
vision for the Indo-Pacific. To this end, Taipei is implementing the New Southbound Policy (NSP), which seeks to leverage its cultural,
educational, technological, agricultural, and economic assets to strengthen Taiwan’s relations across the Indo-Pacific."[CSIS]
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