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Dear Reader,

CPG is presenting you this week’s update on major

developments from South, Southeast and East Asia.

Among the topics covered in this issue are the human

rights situation in India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and the

Philippines, identity politics in Indonesia and Malaysia,

South Korea’s blacklisting as tax haven, as well as the

struggle between India and China for influence in

South China.

I hope you find the selection of articles useful and

enjoy reading!

Very best regards,

Henning Glaser

Director, German-Southeast Asian Center of Excellence

for Public Policy and Good Governance (CPG)

P.S. Don't forget to visit our website for CPG's

latest news, events and activities.
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Law and Politics in

South Asia 

 

 

India: Child abuse cases increasing

The Indian government has released latest figures of

child sexual abuse. Among close to 110.000 cases of

crimes against children reported in 2016, more than

36.000 are child sexual abuse

cases meaning one sexually abused child in every 15

minutes. [BBC News].

 

Pakistan: Plans for alliances with radical

Islamic forces for the next government

coalition

Former dictator General Pervez

Musharraf's announcement to be ready to form a

coalition with the - officially banned - Islamist militant

groups Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and its political arm

Jamaat-ud-Dawa (JuD) in the next general election in

September 2018 demonstrates that radical Islamism

has become politcially accepted in Pakistan [Asia

Times].

 

Bangladesh: Rohingya refugee crisis

In Dhaka, Pope Francis met last week with persecuted

refugees driven from Myanmar, and used a term to

describe them that he had avoided while visiting

Myanmar: “Rohingya”.  The pontiff has refrained from

using the term in an apparent effort to avoid reprisals
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against the small Christian community in Myanmar and

in hopes of making diplomatic progress with

Myanmar’s leaders on stopping the brutal military

crackdown of Rohingya there [New York Times]. In

related news, the second article highlights the

continuing abuse of the Rohingya women after they

find refuge in Bangladesh: many are being sold as sex

slaves. The International Organization for Migration

says urgent action was required to keep women and

girls safe in Bangladesh's refugee camps [Aljazeera].

 

Sri Lanka: Government backing away

from conflict resolution vows

The Sri Lankan government has failed to live up to

promises to address the issues that led to the long and

bloody civil war between the Sinhala majority and the

Tamil minority, alleges the author of this piece. It has

disregarded the United Nations Human Rights Council

resolution that called for significant war-related

reconciliation steps to be taken and has continued to

commit egregious human rights abuses, while

pandering to “ultra-Sinhala” nationalism. The situation

in late 2017, says the author, appears to be no

different to what prevailed before the conflict erupted

into war in 1983 [Asia Times].

 

Law and Politics in South

East Asia 

 

 

Indonesia: Identity politics and an

analysis of the reunion of the 212

movement
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In the ongoing discussion about identity politics in

Indonesia, the country’s largest Muslim organization,

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), has warned that politicians who

use Islam to win votes inevitably end up discriminating

against minorities and provoking intolerance that can

lead to religious conflict. In the run-up to May 2017

gubenartorial elections, the country was rocked by

massive demonstrations led by Islamist groups to

protest against Jakarta’s former ethnic Chinese

Christian governor, Basuki “Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama

who eventually lost the election. The anti-Ahok Islamist

groups came to be known as Aksi Bela Islam 212

[Channel News Asia]. Ray Yen reflects on the

anniversary of the 212 mass mobilization in December

2016. Reporting from the Muslim activists’ reunion in

Jakarta, he points to the far lower turnout this year due

to the electoral defeat and the imprisonment of Ahok,

as the raison d’etre of last year’s mobilization no longer

exists. However, he also submits that The Aksi Bela

Islam 212 is an opportunity for a symbolic convergence

of heterogeneous groups in the name of Islamic unity,

and that it cannot be described as being primarily a

tool for competing oligarchs. He states that the people

who attend the Aksi Bela Islam events do not

necessarily share the political objectives of the elites

who are supposedly pulling the strings [New Mandala].

In Malaysia, critical voices against identity politics are

raised as well. The Sultan of Perak, Sultan Nazrin Shah,

expressed concern over the abuse of power, arrogance

and high-handedness of certain religious officers and

religious institutions in their enforcement activities

that he said tarnished the good name of Islam. He

referred to incidents such as torture and abuse,

implemented for the purpose of enforcement of

regulations for the safeguarding of Islam [The Sun

Daily].

 

Malaysia: Mandatory death sentence for

drug crimes to be abolished

Malaysia's lower house of Parliament last week passed

an amendment to end the country's mandatory death

sentencing of drug traffickers. The new law would

allow judges the discretion to either impose the death

penalty or sentence a convicted person to life

imprisonment and not less than 15 strokes of the cane.

Previously, anyone found guilty of trafficking over a

certain amount of dangerous drugs was punished

mandatorily with the death penalty [Channel News

Asia].
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Philippines: War on drugs, communist

“terrorists”, Islamist threat, martial law

and dead environmentalists

The Philippine police is back in charge of fighting the

war on drugs. President Rodrigo Duterte signed an

order on Tuesday directing the police to again join the

crackdown. In October, Duterte announced that the

Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) would

replace the police in the drug war following mounting

public opposition. The October suspension was the

second time Duterte had hauled police off the drug

war [South China Morning Post]. President Duterte on

Tuesday also declared the Communist Party of the

Philippines-New People's Army (CPP-NPA) a terrorist

organization under the Human Security Act. The

proclamation still has to go through court before the

CPP-NPA is officially designated a terrorist

organization. Under the Act of 2007, a person found

guilty of terrorism should be sentenced to jail for 40

years without parole. Earlier this year, Duterte had

suspended peace talks with communist rebels after

the NPA increased its offensive against government

forces throughout the country [CNN Philippines]. At

the same time, Muslim extremists continue to conduct

recruitment in Mindanao, despite the liberation of

Marawi City from terrorists last month. This

development might prolong martial law in the region,

government officials said. Earlier this year, President

Duterte placed the entire Mindanao under martial law

until the end of the year to deal with the crisis and

prevent other armed groups from reinforcing the

militants or launching similar uprisings elsewhere in

the region [PhilStar]. The constitutionality of the

proclamation of martial law in Mindanao was again

upheld by the Supreme Court of the Philippines on

Tuesday. The en banc voted 10-3-1 to deny the

motions for mootness and lack of merit [Rappler].

Finally, in the Philippines, environmental activists were

recorded to have been killed every 12 days in 2016,

with only Brazil and Colombia having more murders.

The deaths are rising as communities stand up against

corrupt politicians and businessmen intent on securing

increasingly scarce natural resources [Straits Times].

 

Singapore: Governing the city-state,

beyond Lee Kuan Yew

In an extract from his book “Singapore, Incomplete:

Reflections on a First World Nation’s Arrested Political
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Development”, Cherian George traces back Lee Kuan

Yew’s “exit management” after stepping down as Prime

Minster of Singapore in 1991. George describes LKY’s

continued involvement in Singaporean politics and the

People’s Action Party (PAP), and focuses on two

particular policy innovations that proved costly for the

PAP, and for which, according to George, the party is

still paying a price: the elected presidency and the

ministerial pay formula. The central question

nowadays according to George is how much room to

give to the ideas and legacy of Lee Kuan Yew in

contemporary Singapore [New Mandala].

 

Vietnam: High-profile anti-corruption

trials

The corruption case against the former head of a

subsidiary of state-owned PetroVietnam, the country’s

largest energy firm, illustrates increased activities of

Vietnam’s ruling Communist Party to root out

mismanagement and corruption. However, David Hutt

also points to political calculations as the anti-

corruption campaign is targeting particularly allies of

former two-term Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung,

who was sidelined at last year’s Party Congress. Earlier

this year, Vietnam’s largest ever anti-corruption trials

got underway over alleged corrupt dealings between

PetroVietnam and Ocean Bank, a partially state-owned

bank, involving 51 defendants and resulting in harsh

sentences [Asia Times].
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China: Xi Jinping: Strongman Among

Rivals 

The National Party Congress has confirmed Xi Jinping

as the most powerful leader since Mao Zedong. He,

however, will not be able to rule in a totalitarian,

unchecked way like Mao because of party-external and

-internal factors, argues Gregory J. Moore. First, despite

an unprecedented degree of surveillance, which critics

see as a precursor to an Orwellian society [China Policy

Institute: Analysis 1], China’s population today is much

more educated, wealthier, and aware of the party’s

politics and policies than in Mao’s time. Xi is facing a

totally different public. Second, among the seven

members of the Politburo Standing Committee four

are considered to be protégés of Xi’s predecessors Hu

Jintao and Jiang Zemin. These fractional rivalries will

keep Xi in check [China Policy Institute: Analysis 2].

 

China: Westminster School to teach

Chinese curriculum in China

Westminster School, one of UK’s top independent

schools, will next week sign an agreement with a Hong

Kong education group according to which Westminster

will by 2028 establish six private schools with China’s

national curriculum. The opening of the first of these

six 'private schools' which - different from

'international schools'- allow enrolments of

Chinese students - is scheduled for 2020.

Teaching political education would be under direction

of the Communist Party [Financial Times].

 

South Korea: Blacklisted as tax haven 

For failing to demonstrate sufficient willingness to

crackdown ‘harmful preferential tax regimes’, the

European Union has put South Korea, Asia's fourth

largest economy, member of the OECD and G20, on

her first ‘tax haven blacklist’, along with 16 other

countries. Among them are American Samoa, Bahrain,

Barbados, Grenada, Guam, Macau, the Marshall

Islands, Mongolia, Namibia, Palau, Panama, St Lucia,

Samoa, Trinidad & Tobago, Tunisia and the UAE

[Financial Times].
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South Korea: Ex finance minister grilled

over corruption allegations

With former President Park standing trail over multiple

corruption charges, her former finance minister on

Wednesday was heavily interrogated by the

prosecution over allegations of accepting bribes from

the National Intelligence Service in exchange for his

support for an increase of the agency’s budget [Korea

Times].

 

Taiwan: Transitional Justice Act approved

Taiwan’s legislature has passed the ‘Act on Promoting

Transitional Justice’ paving the way for the

establishment of a transitional justice system and the

instalment of an agency in charge of – among others –

investigating injustices during the period under the

authoritarian rule of the Nationalist Party of China

from 1949-1987 [Focus Taiwan].

 

Taiwan: Bill on lay judges’ participation in

criminal trials completed

In the frame of the government’s large-scale judicial

reform the Judicial Yuan, Taiwan’s highest judicial

organ, has finalised a bill allowing lay judges to

participate in criminal trials and decide with

professional judges cases ranging from cases carrying

sentences for at least seven years imprisonment to

homicide [Taipei Times].
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India-China relations: Square off for sub-

region navel supremacy

Sino-Indian naval competition for the Indian Ocean

continues to intensify. China is considering deployment

of warships to the Pakistani port of Gwadar, a move

that would be of “grave concern” for India [Nation[. 

Beijing intends to develop Gwadar as a key hub in its

global “Belt & Road” initiative, and claims it is a

commercial aspect of the China-Pakistan Economic

Corridor. Based on the PRC’s incremental expansion of

its military presence in Africa and elsewhere, sustained

PRC military use of Gwadar is clearly probable, but

such plans have not been formally announced.

Meanwhile, Beijing continues to expand its commercial

engagement and infrastructure development with

Pakistan, to include high-level discussions of a free

trade agreement.  In related developments, the second

article reports India’s confirmation this week of its

“mega-project” to build six nuclear submarines

[Business Standard].  India also signaled its readiness

to play a bigger in the proposed quadrilateral coalition

with the US, Australia, and Japan. The third article

reports a major Indian naval exercise at the time a

Chinese nuclear submarine will transit into the Indian

Ocean early next year [Times of India].  Finally, the

fourth article examines China’s maritime strategy for

the Indian Ocean, and the response of India and other

countries to its advances into the sub-region [CIMSEC].

 

India-Afghanistan relations: Chabahar

Port project launched

India and Iran have inaugurated the first phase of their

Chabahar port project. The port, located on the Gulf of

Oman and 85km distant from China's Gwadar port in

Pakistan, will allow India to bypass Pakistan in

accessing Afghanistan and Central Asia. The port
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should enhance trade between India and Afghanistan,

and India with Iran, as Pakistan has denied India transit

access for trade with the two countries [Times of

India].

 

Pakistan-US relations: Mattis’ Pakistan

talks: Breakthrough, progress or

continued Stalemate?

Despite publicly stating he does not plan to “prod”

Pakistan, US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis clearly

expects Islamabad to keep its promises to combat

terrorism.  Mattis met Monday with Pakistan Prime

Minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi and Chief of the Army

Staff Gen Qamar Javed Bajwa. The US alleges that

Pakistan supports terrorists, particularly terror groups

that attack NATO coalition forces in neighboring

Afghanistan.  Islamabad rejects the accusation, alleging

Washington is scapegoating Pakistan for its own

failures in Afghanistan.  Mattis says he is trying to find

“more common ground”—but patience in NATO

countries is wearing thin and punitive measures

against Pakistan remain an option [The News].  The

second article highlights Mattis’ “softer approach” and

questions whether it will be effective in mending badly

frayed ties with Pakistan’s leadership [VOA].  The third

article reports that despite Mattis’ efforts, the Pakistan

and U.S. and NATO positions are stalemated, and it

explores punitive actions Washington might take if

Islamabad continues to resist its entreaties [Aljazeera].

The latest reflection of this stalemate is the order of

Pakistan’s Air Force Chief to shoot down drones flying

in country’s airspace, American drones included [Daily

Mail].

 

China-Maldives relations: ‘Fast-Tracked’

Trade Pact Under Fire

In a rushed, short-notice night time vote, Maldives’

parliament last week voted to approve a free trade

agreement (FTA) with China.  No opposition members

participated in the vote (Mihaaru).  The ruling party

asserts the FTA will boost the fisheries industry and

tourism sector, while the opposition alleges it will be

detrimental to the Maldives’ economy “as balance of

trade is greatly in favor of China.” The vote has drawn

fire from the opposition for both its procedural

irregularities and its content. India’s perspective on the

vote is reflected in the second article (The Economic

Times). The pact, says Indian observers, will “push
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Maldives towards a debt trap like Sri Lanka”, and place

the country in a geo-politically vulnerable position.

India is also concerned that China is planning for a

naval base in the Maldives. But there’s no need for

India’s concern, per the third article from an official

PRC press organ: although Maldives' fast-tracking of

the FTA with China seems to have caught New Delhi off

guard, the pact does not “target any third party, India

included” (China Daily). China suggest that “Indian

media should not read too much into the deal”. 

Meanwhile, per a report from another offical Chinese

state organ, Maldivian President Abdulla Yameen

Abdul Gayoom will pay a state visit to China from

Wednesday through Saturday of this week, at the

invitation of Chinese President Xi Jinping (Global

Times). While the topics of discussion for the visit have

not been released, the FTA and naval basing are

certain to be high on the agenda.

 

China-Japan relations: Signs of

improvement

Reflecting slowly improving ties between China and

Japan, both countries agreed on Wednesday to set up

communication mechanisms aimed

at preventing maritime and aerial clashes in and above

disputed areas of the East China Sea [The Asahi

Shimbun].

 

China-Australia relations: The South China

Sea and Chinese influence on Australia's

domestic politics

China has for the first time confirmed the deployment

of fighter jets to Woody Island in the disputed South

China Sea, state media have reported. The Chinese

military sent J-11B fighters to the island in the

contested Paracel chain. While fighter jets had been

spotted on the island in 2016 and in April this year, the

footage was the first time Beijing had confirmed the

deployments [Japan Times]. Australia took a strong

stance on the South China Sea issue in its newly

published Foreign Policy White Paper, urging both

China and the Philippines to follow the Permanent

Court of Arbitration’s July 2016 ruling. In response,

both the Chinese defense ministry and Chinese foreign

ministry criticized Australia for its “irresponsible

remarks”. However, a Chinese spokesman also noted
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the positive evaluation of China’s development and

China-Australia relations [The Diplomat]. At the same

time, out of concern about rising Chinese influence,

Australia is preparing itself to ban foreign political

donations as part of a crackdown aimed at preventing

external interference in domestic politics. The new

laws would ban foreign donations to political parties or

any political group that has spent more than

A$100,000 ($76,350) campaigning in the past four

years. Australian Prime Minister Turnbull emphasized

that the new law would not target any specific country

[Reuters] [China Policy Institute: Analysis]. China’s

Foreign Ministry’s vehemently dismissed the

accusations of interference in Australian domestic

politics urging Australia to abstain from aanti-China

bias objectively evaluate Sino-Australian relations

without an anti-China bias [Xinhua News (in Chinese)].

 

One Belt, One Road initiative: Nepal,

Pakistan wary of PRC investment – and

Control

In the past two weeks, Nepal and Pakistan have

rejected three infrastructure projects with China worth

nearly $20 billion. They join a growing list of countries

re-thinking Chinese infrastructure investment as

Beijing aggressively pursues its ambitious Belt and

Road Initiative [Quartz]. This article and the second

article detail the common problems cited for countries

refusing Chinese involvement in key projects: simply

put, they don’t like Chinese pressure and they now

realize that the infrastructure that is built will likely end

up being controlled by China [Voice of America]. Nepal

reflects the common pattern for China to sign

controversial projects when a pro-China government is

in place, only to have a new government cancel the

contract once the opposition party takes control. A

Dec. 7 vote could reverse the cancellation decision, if

the Nepali Communist Party takes the reins of power

again.

 

China’s economic engagement in

Southeast Asia: Taking concrete shapes

As support from traditional development aid sources

decrease, Indonesia receives foreign aid to an

increasing extent from China and other non-DAC

(Development Assistance Committee) countries.

China’s aid to Indonesia has financed bridges, roads,

power plants and a limited number of railway projects,
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all designed and constructed by Chinese firms.

However, Pierre van der Eng submits that Indonesia

could face the dilemma of whether it can continue to

limit the influence of aid donors on its development

policies when the delivery of bilateral foreign aid for

infrastructure depends increasingly on a single

provider [East Asia Forum]. In Thailand, the

government just approved the country’s first high-

speed railway, spearheaded by China, an on-again-off-

again project that was once hailed as the crowning

project of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative. The

National Environment Commission accepted the

environmental impact assessment report for the 253-

kilometer portion from Bangkok to the northeastern

province of Nakhon Ratchasima. Over years, Chinese

and Japanese construction firms had contested in the

bidding process [Asia Times]. Meanwhile, Myanmar

and China agreed to build an economic corridor

between the two countries, furthering Naypyitaw's

efforts to strengthen ties with Beijing as criticism over

the Rohingya refugee crisis pushes it away from the

West. Beijing plans to build a deep-sea port as well as

an industrial park. It also started up in April a crude oil

pipeline linking Kyaukpyu and Kunming, providing an

alternate route for oil shipments that does not pass

through the Strait of Malacca [Nikkei Asian Review].

Before this background, the South China Morning Post

asks whether an all-powerful Xi Jinping and an

emboldened China are good for Southeast Asia. Karim

Raslan draws historic comparisons to the Qing

dynasty’s greatest emperors Kangxi, Yongzheng and

Qianlong. However, he submits that, while China

seems on the upswing now, another stumble could

well be on the way, if the looming debt crisis and

growing domestic income inequalities were not

resolved. Moreover, he writes that Southeast Asian

countries are unwilling to be hegemonized [South

China Morning Post].

 

Indonesia: New military head and Russo-

Indonesian defense ties

Indonesian President Joko Widodo has nominated the

chief of staff of the air force to be the new head of the

armed forces. The outgoing armed forces chief,

General Gatot Nurmantyo, who will step down at the

end of his term in April, has often courted controversy

over what analysts see as his political ambitions. The

designated new head, Air Chief Marshal Hadi

Tjahjanto, has close ties to the President [Straits

Times]. Prashanth Parameswaran, however, submits

that the appointment is in line with traditional practice,

whereby the Indonesian military chief position has
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rotated between the army, navy, and air force in a

move to reverse the traditionally dominant role of the

army [The Diplomat]. In another recent development,

the Russian defense ministry confirmed that Russian

strategic bombers and aircraft had flown over

Indonesia. The development was just the latest in a

series that spotlighted the longstanding defense

relationship between Russia and Indonesia as well as

Moscow’s ongoing efforts to deepen ties with

Southeast Asian states [The Diplomat].

 

Background Reading

 

Thailand’s Computer Crime Act 2017 in a

Thai-English synopsis

The Thai Netizen Network provides a Thai-English

version of Thailand’s Computer Crime Act, highlighting

the changes made in its last revision 2017. A valuable

source for the comparative study of computer crimes

in Southeast Asia [Thai Netizen Network].

As our newsletter is still in its beginning stage, we

would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please send

any feedback you have regarding this newsletter to:

info@cpg-online.de

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and

browse our website for other updates and news! 
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