
Grasp the pattern, read the trend

Asia in Review 

Brought to you by CPG

 

Dear Reader,

CPG is bringing you this year’s final edition of our

newsletter Asia in Review. Among the topics covered

this week are the Rohingya crisis, Thailand’s political

parties’ struggle to prepare for next year’s election,

Vietnam’s new cyber warfare unit, an upcoming

constitutional amendment in China and the continued

reshuffle of the Chinese military and security forces, as

well as economic and security relations in Asia Pacific

and the Indian Ocean.

At this occasion, I would also like to take the

opportunity and thank all of our readers for their

continued interest and support. We have received

overwhelmingly positive feedback, which is certainly

the best possible motivation. We are looking forward

to staying in contact with you, and to continuously

improving this newsletter as well as our other formats.

The CPG team wishes you a healthy, successful and

happy 2018!

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 check out our website for

upcoming events and the latest information about CPG

and its partners!
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Law and Politics in

South Asia 

 

 

India: Government to announce list of

“illegal Bangladeshis” to be deported

India has announced to deport “illegal Bangladeshis”

from its eastern state of Assam. Anybody who is not

registered in the National Register of Citizens shall be

deported. However, the measure is targeting mainly

Muslims. It is estimated that there are more than 2

million Muslims in Assam who trace their roots to

Bangladesh. Tens of thousands of people fled to India

from Bangladesh during its war of independence from

Pakistan in the early 1970s. Additionally, Rohingya

refugees from Myanmar have recently come to Assam

state as well [Reuters].

 

Bangladesh: Rohingya refugees and

jihadists

(kg) In their fourth month since being forced to flee

military atrocities in Myanmar, Rohingya refugees

in Bangladesh are beginning to supplement their

meagre income by working for Bangladeshis inside
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the refugee camps. While aid groups provide basic

food and shelter, some refugees earn extra income

to make ends meet while others are setting up new

businesses in the refugee zones [Voice of America].

Meanwhile, Rohingya jihadists have joined

counterparts from Bangladesh, the UK, and India

for terrorist training, weapons, and transport

through Thailand. The discovery by Thai

intelligence has sparked fear that a new arms-

smuggling route now links Rohingya terrorists with

South-East Asia’s notorious Golden Triangle,

heartland of the region’s narcotics trade [Indian

Express].

 

Bangladesh: Disappearances on behalf of

the state?

The mysterious abductions of an academic and a

reporter in Bangladesh are merely the latest in a series

of disappearances there that may be linked to the

government. The latest victims were released, but

often abductees never return. Human Rights Watch

reported earlier this year that Bangladesh's law

enforcement authorities have “illegally detained

hundreds of people since 2013", and 90 people were

victims of "enforced disappearances" last year alone

[Aljazeera].

 

Pakistan: Further weakening of

democracy

With political Islam rising, Prime Minister Abbasi’s

unwillingness to repeal the country’s blasphemy laws,

further impairs Pakistan’s already fragile democracy,

argues A. Z. Mohamed is this comment [Gatestone

Institute].
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Cambodia: Lèse-majesté?

(jk) Cambodia’s government is considering

implementing lèse-majesté laws similar to the law

in Thailand and a number of other countries, which

criminalises criticism of the monarchy. The

discussion comes at a difficult time for free speech

and human rights in Cambodia with PM Hun Sen

tightening his grip on power and stifling his

opposition [Asian Correspondent] [Phnom Penh

Post].

 

Indonesia: The recent Constitutional

Court ruling is not what some want it to

be

After the Constitutional Court recently rejected a

bid to criminalise gay sex (as reported in previous

AiRs), some, especially Western observers, have

celebrated this as a big win and a blow to hardline

Islamic forces in the country. This opinion takes a

closer look and argues this win is nowhere near as

big as it may have appeared [Straits Times].

 

Philippines: Duterte closes out year with

continued popularity

(jk) Duterte’s presidency, including the harsh war on

drugs, singular leadership style and the heavy use of

martial law has not created any significant public

backlash. In fact, he remains highly popular enjoying

approval rates of around 80% in recent surveys. The

Philippine voters seem to be inclined towards a strong

type one-man leadership that “ensures law and order”

and does not bother too much with other branches of

government. Whilst the media appears to remain at
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least partly free [Freedom House] and keeps reporting

on issues for example relating to Duterte’s family, the

presidency could be a slippery slope back to more

authoritarian times not entirely unknown to the

Philippines [Asia Times].

 

Singapore: Political succession

Singapore’s next general elections are not scheduled

until January 2021. Notwithstanding, many observers

make the point that current PM Lee Hsien Long is

leaving it late to indicate who would be to follow in his

footsteps. 2018 will likely be the year to clarify this with

a major cabinet reshuffle coming up. The reshuffle will

indicate who will be relevant in Singapore’s political

future and a particular importance is given to the

position of Deputy PM. Both the current PM and his

predecessor have served as Deputy PM before they

took over as PM [Today Online].

 

Thailand: Big parties challenge recent

PM’s party order

(jk) The Democrat Party vowed to file a petition with

the Constitutional Court regarding a recent

amendment to the Political Party Act issued by the

NCPO government. According to their complaint, it

favours new parties over existing ones which are

already struggling to meet the demands of the act

originally enacted in early October [The Nation]. The

legal team of the Democrat Party furthermore

suggested the new regulations serve the purpose of

setting up a military party and may be unconstitutional

[Bangkok Post]. The Pheu Thai Party has already

submitted a petition to the CC [Prachatai].

 

Timor-Leste: Uncertainty at home and in

the region

Up until just after the general elections earlier this

year, the political situation in Timor-Leste looked

comparatively stable and on track. The third general

elections since its independence went smoothly and

with the Philippines as ASEAN chair, an advocate for its

ASEAN accession held the keys to setting much of the

regional agenda. After the election however, Timor-

Leste has failed to form a government and new

elections might be necessary to break the gridlock.
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With Singapore taking over as ASEAN chair, ASEAN will

be guided by an opponent to its accession instead and

the opportunity to make strides towards accession

under more auspicious circumstances appears to have

withered away [East Asia Forum].

 

Vietnam: Army creates cyber warfare unit

(kj) Vietnam’s People’s Army has disclosed that it

recruited over 10,000 people for a new unit dealing

with “wrong” views that are spread via the internet to

which a growing number of Vietnamese have access.

Vietnam, as many other countries in the world has

decided that a free and unregulated internet is likely to

spread chaos and needs to be monitored. [Financial

Times]. AiR has recently reported on an exemplifying

case of a young Vietnamese blogger who was detained

for conducting propaganda against the stat in his blog

post about a toxic spill in a steel plant [BBC].

 

Vietnam: EU “yellow-cards” Vietnam’s

seafood industry

After yellow cards for Thailand and Taiwan as well as

issuing a red card for Cambodia recently, the EU now

added Vietnam to the list of “booked” countries. The

regime in Hanoi has until April 2018 to review its

fishing industry and make sure they comply with EU

standards, so they can remain an exporter into the

European Union which accounts for just under 20% of

Vietnam’s seafood exports [Financial Times].
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China: First amendment of constitution

since 2004 likely

(ls) The Political Bureau of the Communist Party of

China (CPC) Central Committee decided Wednesday to

discuss a proposal about amending parts of China's

Constitution at the second plenary session of the 19th

CPC Central Committee in January [Xinhua]. A

constitutional revision is needed to set up the new

National Supervision Commission, an all-encompassing

anti-graft body. However, it has also been speculated

that President Xi Jinping might seek to stay in office

beyond 2022 after he unveiled a new leadership line-

up in October that did not include a clear potential

heir. Under the current national constitution, the

president can only serve two five-year terms

[Bloomberg].

 

China: Continued military/police reshuffle

providing more power for Xi Jinping

(ls) Starting from 1 January 2018, China's People’s

Armed Police (PAP) will be under the command of the

Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee

and Central Military Commission (CMC). Both

institutions are chaired by President Xi Jinping. Up until

now, the PAP was controlled jointly by the State

Council and the Central Military Commission. The PAP

is a paramilitary police force that handles unrest,

terrorism, and other conflicts involving civilians

[Xinhua].

The move is part of a massive restructuring of the

military that Xi introduced in late 2015 aimed at

turning the People’s Liberation Army into a more

nimble and modern fighting force. In September 2015,

Xi announced that troop levels would be reduced by
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300,000, taking the size of the fighting force to about 2

million [South China Morning Post] [Reuters].

Hans Spross of Deutsche Welle looks back on 2017 and

describes how China's leader Xi Jinping ends the year

in an unassailable position of power, having

consolidated his grip over the Communist Party and

state. According to the analysis, Xi's ultimate goal is to

transform China into a global superpower [Deutsche

Welle].

 

China: Internet crackdowns and

imprisonment of bloggers

(ls) Chinese authorities shut down more than 13,000

websites for breaking laws and regulations governing

the country's internet network since 2015. While the

government says its rules are aimed at ensuring

national security and stability, human rights

organizations have warned that the country's tough

laws governing the internet amount to repressive

measures aimed at quashing dissent [Deutsche Welle].

Against this background, Wu Gan, a blogger better

known by his online name of Super Vulgar Butcher,

who regularly addressed sensitive cases of

government abuses of power, both online and in street

protests, was sentenced to eight years in prison on

charges of “subverting state power”. He has been in

pretrial detention for more than two years after

staging a protest outside a court [The Guardian]. The

embassies of the United States and Germany have

issued a joint statement declaring that they were

“deeply disappointed” by the sentence of Wu Gan

[German Embassy Beijing].

 

China: Court cases can now be filed via

the WeChat application

Tencent Holdings’ WeChat, the ubiquitous social media

application in China, has been adopted by Beijing

Court as a means for people to file lawsuits

electronically. Parties in a legal case can submit

documents, verify their identification and pay legal fees

through the WeChat prosecution service platform

operated by Beijing Haidian court. While electronic

filing of court documents is not new, China’s move to

allow lawsuits to be filed using social media platforms

is a new development, and would be akin to Americans

being able to sue each other using Twitter or Facebook

[South China Morning Post].
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Japan/Korea: Issue of comfort women still

looming

South Korea’s Prime Minister Moon Jae-in called the

country’s 2015 agreement with Japan to settle a

decades-long impasse over the so-called comfort

women “seriously flawed”. Moon’s statement, in which

he vows unspecified follow-up measures to meet the

victims’ demands, potentially throws the future of the

deal in doubt, two years after both countries declared

it final. The government of Japan announced that it

wanted to stick to the existing agreement [Japan

Times].

 

International Relations,

Geopolitics and Security

in Asia

 

 

India-USA relations: America needs India

to become a great power

The values of human rights, democracy, and free-

market economics have shaped the institutions and

norms that have guided the free world since the end of

World War II. Since the end of the Cold War, the U.S.

has tried to integrate those countries that don’t hold

those same values into the international order. The

author of this piece argues that the attempts to bring

countries such as China and Russia into this rules-

based order has failed, and argues that a democratic,

diverse, and prosperous India can offer an alternative

model to countries that wish to avoid the temptations
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of China and Russia’s authoritarianism [The National

Interest].

 

India-Nepal relations: Nepal’s

Communists await the reins of power as

India mulls how to mend ties

(kg) Nepal’s ruling “Nepali Congress Party” was

overwhelmed in provincial and parliamentary elections

held in that country earlier this month, faced a debacle

in the recently held elections as the two Communist

political parties handily won the majority of votes.

While Prime Minister Deuba says he is eager to turn

over the reins of power to the Maoist winners, Nepal’s

major parties have failed to forge consensus on the

National Assembly Election to pave way for the

formation of new government [Himalayan Times].

Regionally, Nepal’s election of a Communist coalition to

rule for the next five years is widely viewed as a major

victory for China and a major defeat for India. The

author of The Wire’s article asserts that some of the

roots of this historic election outcome were planted by

New Delhi: it failed on many fronts, stemming from its

failure to appreciate the impact of a devastating

earthquake on the Nepali people, and political

interference to its backing of an uprising and use of an

economic blockade against Nepal. The author argues

Nepali-Indian relations are too circumscribed by a

narrow political and security lens: the answer to better

ties between the two countries may lie in India’s

willingness and ability to employ “soft power”. This soft

power would use non-traditional diplomatic efforts to

reinvigorate cultural connections, tong shared

histories, and a deeper understanding of the Indo-

Nepali relationship [The Wire].

In The Diplomat, Harsh V. Pant argues that, while New

Delhi will be viewing the developments in Nepal with

some concern, for Kathmandu there was greater room

for maneuverability now between China and India.

According to his analysis, India could and should not

prevent Nepal from developing closer links with China

so long as Kathmandu remains cognizant of vital Indian

interests [The Diplomat].

 

India-China relations: Talks and questions

of intent in border dispute

(kg) Chinese state media reported this week that China

and India have reached agreement to “properly
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handle” border disputes. The 20th round of talks

between Chinese and Indian special representatives on

boundary issues took place in New Delhi Friday. During

the talks, both sides “agreed to strengthen strategic

communication and boost strategic mutual trust”

[Xinhua]. Just how far that “strategic mutual trust” goes

remains to be seen, though, and the Doklam standoff

is being closely monitored by all nations of the region.

Some are watching to determine if India will continue

to support Bhutan against China. Southeast Asian

nations are watching China’s reactions to India’s

resistance, as a possible lesson to resolving their own

border disputes in the future. What is likely, according

to the author of this piece, is that China will try

something different soon: it has a number of options

to intimidate Bhutan and to impose costs on India as a

result of its recent increase in force structure and

infrastructure in the region. India, says the author,

should be wary, and cannot expect China to make the

same mistakes it has made in its recent gambits there

[Eurasia Review].

 

Pakistan-China relations: CPEC long-term

plan says goodbye to US dollar

Under the China Pakistan Economic Corridor

(CPEC) initiative the Chinese currency RMB will be

used for transactions, Pakistan announced this

week. China and Pakistan agreed to stop using the

US dollar for CPEC bilateral trade, loans, and

repayments as well as profit repatriation. However,

Pakistan insists its rupee will be used in Gwadar

and other areas where CPEC projects are

underway. China had demanded that its RMB be

the currency used in Gwadar, but Pakistan rejected

the demand [The News Pakistan].

 

Maldives: Between India and China

Shortly after reaching a Free Trade Agreement with

China and allowing Chinese warships to dock in its

waters – and after a leading Maldives publication called

India “an enemy nation” – the Maldives government is

reaching out to New Delhi to demonstrate it is

sensitive to India’s concerns. The Maldives’ President

Abdulla Yameen disavowed the anti-India editorial, and

now proclaims India his country’s “closest friend” and

ally. A high-level visit is being planned, perhaps

involving India’s Prime Minister Modi [First Post].
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Cross-Strait relations: Taiwan calls

Chinese drills a major threat

(ls) Taiwan raised alarms over China's growing military

presence in a biennial defense white paper published

for the first time under President Tsai Ing-wen on

Tuesday, with a particular focus on Beijing's stepped-

up military drills in the West Pacific. Moreover, due to

Taiwan’s location facing the South China Sea, East

China Sea and the West Pacific, the report also said

that the island could monitor the Chinese forces and

provide an early warning to others about their

activities [Nikkei Asian Review].

Last week, Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen took to

Facebook to point out that China's increasingly

frequent military drills near Taiwan have affected

regional stability, while motivating the military to stay

vigilant in safeguarding the country against security

threats. Her comments came a couple of days after

China's Air Force conducted its 10th drill near Taiwan

since the conclusion of the 19th National Congress of

the Communist Party of China in October [Focus

Taiwan].

However, when asked about the continuing drills and

the footage released by the air force, China’s policy-

making Taiwan Affairs Office said it and the defense

ministry had repeatedly described the exercises as

routine. “Everyone will slowly get used it,” a spokesman

told a routine news briefing, without elaborating

[Reuters].

 

Japan: Security and economic ties in Asia

Pacific and Indian Ocean increased

(ls) Japan and Australia are close to agreeing a visiting

forces agreement (VFA), which would foster smooth

military operations between the two countries. A VFA

comprehensively stipulates the legal status of foreign

forces engaged in temporary activities, such as joint

exercises and disaster-relief missions, in a nation's

territory [The Sydney Morning Herald].

In economic terms, Japan has returned to be the top

foreign investor in Vietnam in 2017, pushing South

Korea on the second rank after a three-year gap.

Japanese investment more than tripled to a record

$9.11 billion, accounting for a quarter of the total.

Infrastructure exports were a major driver of Japanese
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spending. South Korea was the top foreign investor in

Vietnam from 2014 to 2016 as, for instance, Samsung

Electronics set up massive smartphone production

facilities in the north [Nikkei Asian Review].

Japan and Oman seek to ensure maritime order amid

China’s assertiveness. An agreement was reached as

Foreign Minister Taro Kono and his counterpart Yousuf

bin Alawi bin Abdullah met in the Omani capital of

Muscat, about 500 km southeast of the Strait of

Hormuz, which is one of the world’s busiest shipping

lanes for crude oil [Japan Times].

 

Russia: Moscow vows to act as mediator

between US and North Korea

Russia has offered to act as a mediator between the

United States and North Korea in the ongoing conflict

over nuclear threats and recent missile launches. A

Kremlin spokesman said that “Russia is ready if both

sides need it and want it” [Tass]. The offer comes at a

time when Chinese diplomatic efforts as well as new

sanctions issued by the United Nations appear to be

without results. At the same time, however, the United

States and Russia are entangled in conflicting

geopolitical aspirations in the Middle East and Eastern

Europe, while also still dealing with allegations of

Russian interference with the 2016 US Presidential

elections.

 

Myanmar: Army invited to Cobra Gold

amidst continuing human rights concerns

(jk) The Myanmar military, which has recently been

accused of genocide and ethnic cleansing against the

Muslim Rohingya in the country, has nonetheless been

invited again to take part in the 2018 Cobra Gold

military exercises in which Thailand, the US and other

Asian countries participate [Bangkok Post].

Thailand extended the invitation which allows the

Tatmadaw to participate as an observer which puts the

US in a difficult position, especially after it just imposed

sanctions on senior military figures in Myanmar for

their human rights abuses of late [US Department of

the Treasury] and the unlawful detention of journalists

as well as barring the UN Special Rapporteur on

Human Rights from entering the country [New York

Times] [Straits Times].
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Security and Counter Terrorism in

Southeast Asia in 2017 and 2018

2017 saw many security issues erupt in Southeast Asia

with some particularly striking crises such as the

Rohingya refugee crisis or the Marawi siege, but one

should not forget about other ongoing conflicts, such

as the insurgency in the south of Thailand.

Governments across the region are struggling with

terrorism and despite some advances in legislation,

problems are unlikely to vanish in 2018 [Benar].

 

Background Reading

 

On Sino-Vietnamese Relations

With ties between China and Vietnam improving of

late, this article identifies both push and pull factors

that will ensure both countries remain on this path

despite each focusing on their own strategic

calculations. The degree of scepticism will, however,

remain large [ISEAS].

Interview with Lieutenant General (Ret.)

Widjojo on Military Reform and the 1965

Tragedy

In this interview, Lieutenant General (Ret.) Widjojo talks

of the need to reform both police and military in

Indonesia but points to difficulties such as the move

away from the idea that the TNI should be the sole

guardian of the nation and its focus on domestic

threats. TNI needs to be under complete control of the

civilian government. In order to finally move on from

the 1965 tragedy, an apology by all sides is needs first

of all [ISEAS Part I] [ISEAS Part II].
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Che, Stalin, Mussolini and the thinkers

who loved them

Aram Bakshian Jr. reviews Paul Hollander’s book “From

Benito Mussolini to Hugo Chavez: Intellectuals and a

Century of Political Hero Worship” (Cambridge

University Press, 2016). In the book, Hollander

examines the impact and origins of the twentieth- and

twenty-first-century love affair between many

members of the Western intelligentsia and some of the

most ruthless, bloody dictators and political systems of

the age. In his review, Bakshian describes how this is

only a small, chronologically compressed part of a

larger picture that goes back to the dawn of Western

civilization as embodied in ancient Greece [The

National Interest].

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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