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Dear Reader,

Welcome to Asia in Review's 2018 first February issue
which covers some of the most interesting
developments in one of the most vibrant and
important parts of the world.

Week after week, this review confirms the experience
of significant change, of quickly shifting patterns of
power in an ongoing process that might even be called
historic.

Going back only some years ago, the dimensions of the
change that is presently unfolding in Asia, become
even more apparent.

Not long ago, the challenge Asia meant to the Western
world seemed mainly to be an economic and
secondary an environmental one. Today, we witness
how the globally re-aligning security order takes form
very much in Asia with developments that are
increasingly connected with other major dynamics
across the Eurasian landmass and its surrounding
waters.

Not long ago, the Belt and Road initiative seemed to be
for many in Europe solely an economic vision whose
implementation’s success had still to be proofed, even
as a possibility. Now, it is an unfolding reality of vast
magnitude reflecting an expanding Chinese power that
manifests also militarily. At the same time, the huge
investments have to pay out putting additional stress
on the emerging power structure that is to be secured
and effectively used.

Today, the U.S. considers China and Russia as its major
security threats and tries to forge new partnerships in



Asia to contain especially the Chinese rise with
considerable success. This coincides and connects
especially with the Indian interest after New Delhi has
decided to counter the Chinese expansion
determinately as well.

The American, Indian, Australian, and Japanese
rapprochement in form of the ‘Quad’ and the
intensifying ties of the ‘quad’ members with Vietnam
are complemented by the Sino-Pakistan
rapprochement on the other side which is getting
increasingly close with Russia.

A currently particularly important spatial order which is
emerging within the changing overall Asian order is
that of the Indo-Pacific, appearing very visible in its
significance in this AiR issue again. Over a few years
only, the Indian Ocean - once famous for the calm
predictability of the monsoon - has rapidly turned into
a cohesive and intensively processed strategic playing
field after the U.S. Marine Corps has envisioned that
the U.S. global dominance would have to be uphold
not any more with a focus on the Atlantic and Pacific
but the Indo-Pacific already in a 2008 in a strategy

paper.

Today, adversary East Asian powers such as China and
Japan are fiercely competing for influence in countries
like Sri Lanka and Djibouti, whereas India tries to
protect its historically grown influence in South Asia at
land as much as at sea against an ever-advancing
Chinese influence. This is increasingly drawing
countries like Sri Lanka, the Maldives or Seychelles but
also Bangladesh and Nepal in the strategic focus of
other powers as well. Increasingly, ASEAN powers such
as Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore also begin to
look back to the Indian Ocean for example, a region
with which they have been also closely connected after
all.

These are only some selective observations grasp
under the impression of what this AiR issue has to
offer. Yet, what they indicate is clear. The winds of
change are blowing now across Asia and the Indian
Ocean specifically and these winds are blowing fast
and do not at all seem to obey the predictability of the
monsoon.

Having thus left behind the innate inertia of a long
established and entrenched geopolitical order with its
vested interests, Asia has become home to a rapidly
surging transformation whose outcomes are unclear.
They will, however, directly affect the outlooks of
global order and security with great impact as well. For
sure, Asia cannot be regarded any more as a
comparatively peaceful space inhabited by most of the



world’s population and standing out by its economic
productivity, be the latter a challenge or opportunity.
Today, it has to be acknowledged as being subjected to
highly dynamized, even volatile process that
unprecedently absorbs the single developments on the
ground.

More than ever before are East Asia, South East Asia
and South Asia connected to each other, and the same
is true for these interconnected sub-spaces on the one
hand and the current dynamics in the Middle East and
parts of Africa.

As much as the overarching relations are gaining
momentum as much do constitutional politics in Asia
fascinate the observer with their current significance.

The major players, India and China, seem to do
everything possible to adjust the political structure of
their respective countries to the compelling demands
of an increasing mobilization of the national resources,
be it in form of fiscal politics in India or by the anti-
corruption clothed centralization and penetration of
power such as in China.

Strong governments and leaders in major countries
such as India, China and Japan contribute to the
determination with which the regional dynamics
unfold, while other countries threaten to take
influence due to their looming domestic instability.
With path-defining elections ahead in a number of
important countries like Pakistan and India,
Bangladesh and Cambodia, Malaysia and - more
distant - Indonesia and, maybe, Thailand, as well as
important constitutional amendments being discussed
in Japan and South Korea, much is going on that will
last for some while. At the same, major human
suffering goes on for the Rohingya, even if increasingly
blended out over other issues.

In this sense, | wish you all the best with greetings from
the AiR team at CPG.

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 and
Facebook page for upcoming events and the latest
information about CPG and its partners!


http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-r/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-y/

Law and Politics in
East Asia

China: Pervasive anti-corruption
mechanism on the way

(dgl) A month ahead of the National People’s Congress
at which the members of the central state organs will
be elected and appointed, Wang Qishan, Xi Jinping's
right hand in the execution of the anti-corruption
campaign, has been elected by the Hunan province
party congress as one of 118 deputies of the province
for the National People’'s Congress. He is widely tipped
to become Vice-President which would break with the
convention of past decades that outgoing or retiring
leaders would not be member of the NPC. Wang, 69,
stepped down from the supreme, seven-member in
October after reaching the Communist Party's
unofficial retirement age of 68. Analysts see Wang's
stay in the political arena as a strong signal for Xi
Jinping's continued commitment to his anti-corruption
campaign [South China Morning Post 1] and his
determination to build up a pervasive and centralized
national supervision system across the country, with
supervision commissions set up at both national and
local level and topped by the National Supervision
Commission (NSC). According to the draft of the
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National Supervision Law the NSC would be put higher
than the Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme
People's Procuratorate and equipped with the power
to oversee all personnel exercising public authority.
[The Diplomat] AiR last week reported on launch the
nation-wide anti-corruption campaign against middle-
and lower level cadres launched early this month as
complement to the existing campaign against top level
state and party officials. [AIR 4/1/2018]

In a related development, the Ministry of Public
Security Minister has announced a crack down on
collusion between police and triads for which powers
of disciplinary committee chiefs have been expanded
allowing them to organize their own investigation
teams or request additional personnel from elsewhere
if the case involves a broad range of, or high-level,
officials. [South China Morning Post 2]

China: Security push in Xinjiang to be
continued

(dqgl) The governor of the autonomous region Xinjiang
has voiced in an official statement his determination to
continue last year's security crackdown in this region in
the wake of perceived persistence of threats to the
country’s unity and stability posed by Islamic terrorists
and separatists. In 2017 Xinjiang witnessed increased
police deployment and unprecedented surveillance
measures which virtually transformed the region into a
police state. [Reuters]

The Catholic Church in China: One step
forward, two steps back?

(dqgl) Signs are pointing to a resumption of diplomatic
relations between the Holy See and China, nearly 70
years after the cut off in the wake of the Communist
takeover in China. According to a senior Vatican
source, a framework accord between the Vatican and
China is ready and could be signed in a few months.
After three years of secret negotiations it looks like a
breakthrough in the core issue of the designation of
bishops has been achieved. While details of the
breakthrough are still not disclosed, observers assume
that it could boil down to a compromise in which the
Vatican agrees to recognize some of the bishops
chosen by the Chinese Patriotic Catholic Association
and Beijing in return a more benevolent stance
towards the Church’s work in the country. [Reuters]
China’s estimated 12 million Catholics are divided
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between underground congregations faithful to the
pope and Catholic Patriotic Association where bishops
are appointed by the government in collaboration with
local Church communities.

For members of the underground congregations of
successful negotiations comes at high price as two
underground Chinese bishops, recognized by the
pope, have been requested by a top Vatican diplomat
to step down in favor of state-sanctioned prelates, with
one of them ex-communicated by the Vatican in 2011.
Against this background, critics have accused the
Vatican of selling out the Catholic Church in China.
[Channel News Asia]

Meanwhile, Taipei Archbishop dispersed fears over a
termination of diplomatic relations between the Holy
See and Taiwan in the wake of the accord between the
Holy See and China arguing that the Holy See
maintains diplomatic ties with countries which uphold
shared values of freedom, democracy, and human
rights. [Focus Taiwan] The Holy See and 19 states are
having diplomatic relations with Taiwan.

China: FCCC report on journalists’ working
conditions

(dgl) The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of China has
released a report according to which working
conditions for foreign correspondents in China has
worsened in 2017, with journalists reporting being
beaten, detained and harassed. [South China Morning
Post/Agence France Press]

Japan: LDP internal differences on scope
of Art. 9 revision

(dgl) Prime Minister Abe is facing disapproval of his
proposed change of article 9 of Japan’s Constitution
from within his ruling Liberal Democratic Party.
Whereas the Prime Minister proposes to retain the
existing formulation of the article and add a explicit
reference to the Self-Defense Forces (SDF) into the
existing paragraphs of Article 9, some LDP members
want to remove the second paragraph of Article 9
which in their eyes complicates the status of the SDF as
it prohibits the maintenance of “land, sea, and air
forces, as well as other war potential”. The party-
internal struggle over the scope of the revision of
article 9 reflects the problem of finding a proposal for
Japan'’s first post-war constitutional change that will
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serve both the party’s perceived necessity to adjust the
‘pacifist constitution’ in the context of an emerging
assertive foreign policy as much as possible and at the
same time gains the support of the public which
remains undecided over the question whether a
constitutional reform and a defection from the current
pacifist constitutional is needed at all. [The Japan
Times]

Japan: High Courts rule snap election
constitutional despite vote-value
disparity

(dqgl) Three High Courts on Tuesday [The Japan Times
11 and Friday [The Japan Times 2] respective ruled that
the results of October’s snap election are
constitutional despite the vote-value disparities of
maximum 1.98 times. The decision of Friday was the
seventh among 16 lawsuits which two groups of
lawyers have filed simultaneously at high courts
nationwide to challenge the lower house snap election
last October.

Japan: Government sued over forced
sterilization program

(dql) A Japanese woman has sued the government over
her forced sterilization at the age of 15. It is expected
thousands will follow her in suing the government.
Under Japan'’s eugenics law, introduced in 1948 and in
force until 1996, 16000 were sterilized without their
consent. [The Guardian]

South Korea: Ruling Democratic Party
presents plan for constitutional revision

(dql) On Friday, after two days of discussion, the ruling
Democratic Party of Korea has announced its plans for
the revision of the constitution, the first in three
decades. Major issues cover the change of the existing
single five-year presidency, strengthening of the
proportional representative system in voting, and the
introduction of a bicameral system. While a
constitutional revision is agree upon by all parties, they
disagree in details. The main opposition Liberty Korea
Party further more objects President Moon plan to
hold the referendum on the same day of local election
on June 13 arguing the time constraint would lead to
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hasty decisions. A constitutional revision requires a
two-thirds majority in the National Assembly and a
majority of the electorate in a referendum. The ruling
party holds 121 seats in the 299-member parliament
which necessitates the main opposition Liberty Korea
Party's cooperation (118 seats). [Korea Herald]

South Korea: Former Presidents Lee and
Park facing further pressure and charges
from the prosecution

(dqgl) Continuing prosecution of corruption cases
related to former President Lee Myung-bak in the last
weeks [AIR 4/1/2108], former special counsel Chung
Ho-young, who investigated the stock price
manipulation case of the investment management firm
BBK, has been summoned for questioning by the
prosecution. He is suspected to have covered up
evidence linking the former leader to the scandal who
had founded a bank with BBK co-founder and head
Kim Kyung-joon. Kim, who was found guilty of stock
price rigging, claims that Lee has been the de-facto
owner of BKK which is now defunct. [Yonhap]

Meanwhile, detained former President Park Geun-hye
has been additionally charged for conducting illegal
opinion polls ahead of the 2016 general elections in an
attempt to nominate those friendly toward her as
candidates for the legislature. This latest indictment
puts the number of criminal charges against her on 21.
She has already been under pre-sentencing detention
since April last year on multiple corruption charges.
[Korea Herald]

Law and Politics in
South Asia
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India: After addressing Davos and the
ASEAN leaders Modi talks to his own kind

(hg) An interesting observation relates to the often very
different parlances demanded from contemporary
Asian leaders in times of globalization, regional
transformation and domestic campaigning. An
example in case are the subsequent presentations of
Prime minister Modi to the international business
community in Davos, the ten ASEAN leaders he had
gathered as his guests in Delhi, and his very electorate
in rural India with the 2019 general elections
approaching. Against this background it is worth to
have a look at the PM’s latest ‘Mann ki Baat’ address to
the nation, the firstin 2018.

‘Mann Ki Baat’is a nationwide broadcasted radio
program that is hosted by the Prime Minister in which
he addresses the Indian people, especially those
dependent on radio. Addressees are not so much the
urban and well educated higher middle- and upper-
class Indians but the lower classes. In terms of themes,
last week's speech was particularly devoted to the
marginalized, while matters of global order and
international politics figured stunningly low with only a
very brief reference to the ASEAN leaders having just
attended the Indian national day celebration. Prime
Minister Modi also displayed no signs of an overly
nationalistic rhetoric but devoted his speech to the
“common people, who are not living in big cities and
not seen in newspapers and TV" to appreciate their
contribution by mentioning concrete examples from all
over the country by name. After starting with the
Indian women to praise their efforts amid the
challenges they face, Modi turned to issues such as
child marriage, the environment, affordable health
services, and the general need to identify the “many
gifted women and men who remain faceless or
unknown"” and yet contributing to the nation. The only
passage that might be understood as an allusion to
foreign policy and carrying a notion of non-
inclusiveness was a comment on the efforts of simple
people in “a Maoist infested region” of the country,
where “the Maoists have created a scary reign of
terror” under the signs of “violence, torture, explosives,
guns, pistols”, a reference which might be understood
as an indirect hint on the recent election victory of the
United communist forces in Nepal. Anyway, this third
and internationally unnoticed speech of the Indian
Prime Minister in the recent days interestingly reveals
the concerns of the bulk of Indian voter’s and how the
Prime Minister tends to address them. See for the full
speech [The Indian Express].
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India: Mastering the challenges of fiscal
governance?

(hg) One of the greatest challenges to any state are
state finances and the craft to effectively lever taxes.
Especially strong developmental states with a populist
touch and foreign policy ambitions as a great power
such as India are sooner or later dependent on their
ability to tax which, however, is one of the most
complicated endeavors to run the state and loaded
with paradoxical fallacies and dilemmas.

One of the crucial dilemmas which taxing states are
facing is the fact that efficient states are impossible
without effective taxing, while effective taxing requires
efficient states. At the same time, without efficient
states, tax moral tends to be accordingly low whereas
tax moral is also instrumental to lever taxes at all.

To establish a working system of taxation in this sense,
two faculties have to be given. First, there have to be
the necessary institutional capacities, especially the
professional ethics, knowledge and skills of the state’s
bureaucratic apparatus and the reach and integrity of
its legal system. Second, the more formalized the
economic system is, the more the banking and
accounting system do actually cover the economy, the
easier it is for the state to tax its citizens. If these
conditions are somehow fulfilled, it is then the
eternally disputed issue of how the taxation system
has to be balanced out in terms of tax rates and
sources of taxation.

Against this background, the Indian government'’s
daring proposition to demonetize its economy has
been a major attempt to create one of the two
necessary conditions to improve the Indian state’s
notoriously weak fiscal foundation given its ambitions
to effectively tax his citizen's and create a more
efficient state. The attempt of such a Herculian task
deserves respect alone. It will on the other side, never
be executed without resistance and frictions that are
only adding to the above-mentioned dilemmas.

Presently, with the coming elections, Prime Minister

Modi's government is facing the challenge to handle

the competing pressures to please voters on the one
side and maintain fiscal rectitude on the other.

As the Financial Times point out, Modi's winning pitch
to his voters four years ago was the promise to
improve the economy and create jobs. Even if the
demonetization is considered to have been
successfully implemented, many of Modi's voters have



perceived it as a radical, highly disruptive measure
which was - until now - not followed by a successfully
implemented tax reform and surging economic
growth. [Financial Times]

A more positive perspective, claims however the
success of the government's reforms already looming.
Based on the achieved, the author refers to the axiom
that higher collections of direct taxes - thus those on
income, corporate profits, capital gains and property -
could create the fiscal space for the government to
reduce rates on regressive indirect taxes - such as the
goods and services tax - which would benefit lower
incomes for the sake to curb domestic demand.

The author claims, based on findings of Thomas Piketty
and Nancy Qian in the American Economic

Journal: Applied Economics, 2009, that income tax
collection as a per cent of GDP tends to rise sharply
once average incomes cross the $2,000 threshold -
from 1% of GDP to around 5% of GDP - to point out
that India is currently indeed on the cusp of that very
threshold.

According to the quoted academic article one reason
why India has had less success in turning the income
tax into a mass tax in the past could be that “the
proportion of formal wage earners in the labor force is
ridiculously low” - a deficit that to address might be
significantly supported by the results of the
demonetization reform. [livemint]

Noteworthy in this context is the newly announced
flagship health insurance scheme that is supposed to
provide a safety net for millions of people providing
them with affordable quality health care. "Modicare"
shall cover the needs more than 500 million Indians
while providing around 8000 USD in medical coverage
for each family annually. [BBC]

Pakistan: Supreme Court strikes back,
bans Senator five years from office for
contempt of court

(hg) The Supreme Court has banned a Senator
affiliated to the (still) governing ‘Pakistan Muslim
League, Nawaz', Nehal Hashmi, for five years from
holding public office in context with a one-month
prison sentence on charges of contempt of Court.
Hashmi, a trained lawyer himself, was sentenced
despite his unconditional apology which is
unprecedented. While Hashmi was immediately taken
into police custody at the Supreme Court to be shifted
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to jail, the Election Commission delisted him from the
Upper House according to Art. 63 (1) (g) of the
Constitution. [The Tribune]

The case goes back to the Panama Paper investigations
of then Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, Hashmi's party
leader, which eventually led to Sharif's ouster. In a
videotaped speech in May 2017, Hashmi threatened
the members of the Joint Investigation Team appointed
by the Supreme Court.

In his speech Hashmi said: “We will make this land
narrow for you and your children. You are now

in service but will retire one day. We will not leave you
then.” He added: “You are making the life of the prime
minister difficult. The Pakistani nation will make it
difficult for you to live”, without naming anyone
specifically. Then he continued: “We are the workers of
Nawaz Sharif [...] We will make an example of those
who hold us accountable,” and: “We will not spare
those who have held us accountable and who are
making us accountable”. [Pakistan Today]

According to the judgment: “He attacked the judiciary,
the judges and those who were tasked by this court to
investigate some allegations of criminal conduct on the
part of the respondent’s political leader, his family and
others,” says the order of the court. [The International
News]

Shortly after the sentence, Minister of State for
Interior, Talal Chaudhry was also summoned by the
Supreme Court for criticizing the judiciary, allegedly
having said that it failed to deliver ‘justice’ in the
mentioned ‘Panama-Gate’ case. [The Tribune]

Pakistan's prominent former Chief Justice Iftikhar
Mohammad Chaudhry remarked on Hashmi's
sentence that the Supreme Court had even
demonstrated immense patience in his case. [Geo]

Article 63 (1) (g) of the Pakistan Constitution on which
grounds Hashmi has been disqualified as a Senator
reads:

A person shall be disqualified from being elected or
chosen as, and from being, a member of the
Parliament if

(g) he has been convicted by a court of competent
jurisdiction for propagating any opinion, or acting in
any manner, prejudicial to the ideology of Pakistan, or
the sovereignty, integrity or security of Pakistan, or the
integrity or independence of the judiciary of Pakistan,
or which defames or brings into ridicule the judiciary
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or the Armed Forces of Pakistan, unless a period of five
years has elapsed since his release; or

h) he has been, on conviction for any offence involving
moral turpitude, sentenced to imprisonment for a
term of not less than two years, unless a period of five
years has elapsed since his release; or... [Pakistan
Constitution]

Pakistan’s Army in a strong position with
the 2018 elections ahead

(hg) The New York Times offers an interesting
background read on the considerable clout and
influence of the Pakistan Army and the firm position of
its leader, Gen. Qamar Javed Bajwa, who has assumed
the position as Chief of Army Staff, the most senior
military and powerful position in the country, in
November 2016. [The New York Times]

With the next elections in only five months, the current
government might nevertheless have difficulties to
survive its term until then given the looming results of
corruption investigations in its leadership group, the
challenges by smaller parties with strong local backing
and the military influence. [The Diplomat]

Background: Bangladesh’s constitutional
politics - an overview

(hg) Despite being the world’s fourth largest Muslim
country after India with its overall more than
160.000.000 citizens, Bangladesh tended often to
escape the international attention until its geopolitical
location grew recently in significance with many of the
world’s great powers shifting their strategic pivot
towards the Indo-Pacific region. Regionally, Bangladesh
enjoys a special attention by three nuclear powers,
namely India, Pakistan and China for both, symbolical
as well as sheer and important strategic reasons. For
India, it is not only increasingly important due to its sea
access but also the large land border which, moreover,
connects it to the Indian north eastern states, a salient
known as the “Seven Sisters” which is ridden by
insurgencies. For China, Bangladesh is important as a
potential string in its evolving Road and Belt strategy
providing access to the Indian Ocean not speak of its
potential as a market extension.

Being constitutionally parliamentary multiparty
republic, Bangladesh’s political realities are still shaped
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by the violence and atrocities of the independence and
post-independence time. They are ideologically
informed by various and often competing notions of
nationalism, political Islam, free-market liberalization
and socialism, and dominated by highly divisive and
often violent dynastic patronage politics. At heart, the
bitter competition of two cadre-like political parties
and, most notably, their leaders determine an ongoing
deterioration of the political culture, human right
situation and the outlooks for the maturation of a
stable democracy. Since decades now, the enmity
between the contending parties, the Awami League
and the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, has

been constantly deepening due to the hatred between
the two woman heading them, having drawn the
country into a destructive maelstrom of a ‘Battle of the
Begums' as both are addressed related to their societal
status.

The progressive Awami League - AL - which led the
struggle for independence and has traditionally styled
itself as the true liberation party with a secular agenda.
Initially having promoted a one-party led state
socialism, it later turned its agenda into parliamentary
multi-party socialism. AL’s leader is Sheikh Hasina, the
daughter of ‘Mujib’, the country’s founding father and
first president. In 2017, Forbes ranked her 30th on its
World's 100 Most Powerful Women list.

The conservative Bangladesh Nationalist Party - BNP -
has been formed in 1978 by President and former
general Ziaur Rahmanan, who had read out the
declaration of Independence on behalf of Mujib. In
1975 Mujib had been murdered by a group of military
officers dissatisfied with Mujib’s socialist and un-
Islamic policies. This group also included Ziaur
Rahmanan. Although the soldiers tried to kill out
Mujibs entire family, two of his daughters were saved
as they stayed in West Germany due to a cultural
exchange program. The older was AL leader Sheikh
Hasina. Meanwhile, the BJP, having been initially
founded by strongman Ziaur to initially become the
new governing party under one party rule, was
eventually led by Ziaur’s widow, Begum Khaleda Zia
after Ziuar was murdered himself. With its nationalist
platform the BNP is opposed to communism and
socialism while it integrates an Islamic identity.
However, the 15 years after the 1975 coup, the country
was dominated by a succession of military
dictatorships until the last of them under General
Ershad was forced to step down in 1990. Since then,
the ‘Begums’ alternated as elected Prime Ministers
with Begum Zia serving as Prime Minister from 1991-
1996 and again from 2001-2006 to be replaced each
time by her arch rival Sheikh Hasina and the AL. During
Begum Zia’'s second term, several AL MPs were



assassinated including a former finance minister and,
in 2004, Sheikh Hasina herself only narrowly escaped a
grenade attack which killed 23 of her supporters
including a senior AL leader.

After the BNP government had tried to instrumentalize
state agencies like the Election Commission against the
AL and with prospects of civil war, the military
putsched in 2007, declared a state of emergency, and
installed a civilian led non-party caretaker government
which however failed to exile the two Begums for the
sake of resetting democracy. The following 2008
elections were clearly won by the AL led coalition with
57 % of the votes. After the BNP led party alliance
could secure only 34 seats, the BNP soon started to
boycott the parliamentary sittings and switched to
street politics again.

Correspondingly violent were the 2014 elections. With
almost all elections since the 1990th having been
violent, with governments of both sides having been
repressive, and the mutual hatred between the parties,
their leaders and supporters only growing, the more
moderated elements increasingly withdrew. The 2014
elections, the latest before the new elections
approaching this year, were among the most violent in
Bangladesh’s history. With the ruling AL in the
advantage and one opposition leader having been
hanged by the AL led state, they were among the most
violent in Bangladesh's history, characterized by often
bloody street battles, ambush and state repression.
Before the elections, PM Hasina refused the creation of
an impartial non-party caretaker government for the
purpose of overseeing the elections, which had
become practice in past elections. With the BNP led
opposition boycotting the polls and the lowest voter
turnout ever, the Al clearly won. Currently, it totally
dominates the 350 member house with 274 seats plus
18 seats of its five coalition parties among which the
Communist Workers Party is the largest holding 7
mandates. Accordingly, the present AL government
faces only a dwarf opposition commanding together 56
seats. The government used its majority to introduce a
number of constitutional and legal amendments that
further empowered PM Hasina's government. [Daily
Sun] See also [Chr. Michelsen Institute].

Bangladesh approaching the 2018 general
elections amid turbulences

(hg) Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, president of the
ruling AL, has now launched her election campaign for
the general elections scheduled to be held by the end
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of the year. Indicating the ongoing Islamization which
also responds to the failure of the country’s feuding
major adversary parties, she launched her campaign
with a prayer at the holy shrine of a Muslim saint
although her party pursues a secular agenda.

Reminiscent of old patterns, the major oppositional
BJP, on the other hand, currently faces the trial of its
leader Begum Khaleda Zia due to a graft case.
Scheduled for Feb. 8 it could lead to a life sentence.
Together with her son Tarique Rahman, who lives in
London, former PM Khaleda Zia is accused of
embezzlement regarding foreign donations to the Zia
Orphanage Trust'. [Arab News] [The Hindu]

It should be mentioned at this place, that PM Hasina
herself had also been charged with graft and extortion
in 2007 before she won the 2008 election, and that
these were not the last allegations of corrupt practices
under the AL government.

As a reaction to the upcoming trial, the BNP, backed by
its Islamist allies, has announced that it would take to
the streets if her leader is sentenced. Another crucial
issue is the BNP’s demand to reintroduce a politically
independent caretaker government during the election
period which had been refused by the then also ruling
AL against the established practice leading to election
boycott of the BNP in 2014.

There are indications that the AL government might
agree to jointly form an all-major party Cabinet
comprising also the AL, yet to be headed by Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina, as an alternative to the
demanded “election period government”. [The Hindu]

Bangladesh: Repressive security laws and
state practices ahead of the 2018
elections

The cabinet of PM Hasina (AL) has just approved the
introduction of a new Digital Security Act to the Al
dominated parliament. The new law would end even
the remnants of a liberal-democratic freedom of
expression.

In its section 21 it states that anyone spreading
negative propaganda against the Liberation War or the
Father of the Nation, using digital devices or instigates
to do so, can be sentenced up to 14 years' jail and with
life for a second strike. According to its section 25 up to
three years imprisonment await those who has
deliberately published “something which is attacking or
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intimidating or which can make someone dishonest or
disgruntled” or who “knowingly publishes or
broadcasts false and distorted (full or partial)
information to annoy or humiliate someone” or
“publishes or broadcasts false and distorted (full or
partial) information to tarnish the image of the state or
to spread rumor”, all this with five years for the second
strike.

Section 28 of the act foresees up to seven years
religious sentiments and values are hurt by
electronically disseminated information with up to ten
years for the second time. The deliberate electronic
publication of content “which can spread hatred and
create enmity among different groups” may also be
punished up to seven years with ten again for the
second time. [The Daily Star]

Meanwhile, Human Right Watch (HRW) reiterates that
“enforced disappearances have emerged as a key and
pressing concern in Bangladesh, particularly since the
period leading up to the January 2014 national
elections. Over 80 cases of secret detentions and
enforced disappearances were reported in 2017, with
seven of them killed later in so-called ‘gunfights’, [...]:
euphemisms for extrajudicial killings.” Brad Adams,
Asia director at HRW, claims that: “Secret detentions
and disappearances have become a terrifying prospect
for Bangladeshis, who fear that any criticism or
political affiliation can lead to a knock on the door from
the ‘administration.” In many cases, so Adams,
witnesses claim to have identified those responsible as
members of the special branch or the elite Rapid
Action Battalion (RAB) of the police, or from the
Directorate General of Forces Intelligence (DGFI) of the
military. [Human Rights Watch]

Sri Lanka requested to repeal draconian
security law

(hg) Reiterating calls from the UN and the EU, Human
Rights Watch has requested the Sri Lankan
government to abolish its Prevention of Terrorism Act
(PTA) as announced. The PTA has been the legal base
to arbitrarily detain suspects for months and often
years without charge or trial vulnerable to widespread
practices of torture and other abuse. [Human Rights
Watch]
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Law and Politics in
Southeast Asia

Southeast Asian countries’ crackdown on
free speech and criticism on the internet

(Is) In Thailand, Thammasat University ex-rector
Charnvit Kasetsiri has been summoned by the
Technology Crime Supression Division (TCSD) for
allegedly violating the Computer Crime Act by sharing a
Facebook post about an apparently expensive
handbag carried by the Prime Minister's wife. This
comes at a time when the Thai government is
experiencing political turmoil over dozens of expensive
wrist watches worn by its Deputy Prime Minister Prawit
Wongsuwan. [Bangkok Post]

The charge against Mr. Charnvit was filed for violation
of Section 14(2) and (4) of the 2017 Computer Crime
Act. According to Section 14(2), any person who puts
into a computer system false computer data in a
manner that is likely to damage the maintenance of
national security, public safety, national economic
security or public infrastructure serving national’s
public interest or cause panic in the public, shall be
subject to imprisonment up to five years and a fine not
exceeding one hundred thousand Baht. According to
Section 14(4), the same punishment applies to
somebody who puts into a computer system any
computer data which is obscene and makes it
accessible by the public. A full Thai-English version of
the Act is published by the Thai Netizen Network. [Thai
Netizen Networkthainetizen.org]

A similar law in Myanmar, Section 66(d) of the Telecom
Act, has produced a 100 % conviction rate since 2016,
with penalties issued under the law having been
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disproportionately harsh. Section 66(d) provides for up
to three years in prison for “extorting, coercing,
restraining wrongfully, defaming, disturbing, causing
undue influence or threatening any person using a
telecommunications network.” [Global Voices]

And in Malaysia, Prime Minister Najib Razak revealed
the possibility of enacting a law against fake news,
which he claims have been a threat to national
harmony. Ellia Pikri has doubts about such a law's
effectiveness and also makes aware of probable
political abuse. [Vulcan Post]

Minimum wages in Southeast Asia on the
rise, making production costly

(Is) Nikkei Asian Review reports how minimum wages
have been rising significantly throughout Southeast
Asian countries in recent years, as political leaders
responded to popular demands. The article argues
that minimum wage increases may have positive
economic effects, such as spurring consumption.
However, Southeast Asia may also be losing its appeal
as an alternative manufacturing base, as the overall
infrastructure - another major argument to attract
foreign producers - still needs to be improved in many
countries. [Nikkei Asian Review]

Cambodia: Draft legislation on access to
public information unveiled

(Is) A proposed access-to-information law more than a
decade in the making was unveiled to the publicin
Phnom Penh. The Ministry of Information and Unesco
led the drafting of the law, which enshrines the public's
right to access information held by Cambodia’s public
institutions. However, critics argue that the draft law
declares as confidential too many categories of
information and that it gives the “officer in charge of
information” the responsibility to define and classify
confidential information. As with many other pieces of
legislation, enforcement is likely to be a major
challenge. [Phnom Penh Post]

Indonesia: Increasing pressure on LGBT
community
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(Is) Indonesia’s parliament is drafting proposed
revisions to the national criminal code that could ban
all consensual sex outside marriage, sparking alarm
among activists who said it would breach basic rights
and could be misused to target the LGBT community.
The current draft includes measures to criminalize
extramarital sex, same-sex relations, and co-
habitation, all of which were previously unregulated by
law. [Business Insider] In December, Indonesia's
constitutional court still rejected a petition seeking to
make gay sex and sex outside marriage illegal, as AiR
reported.

On Wednesday, Google has pulled one of the world's
largest gay dating apps from the Indonesian version of
its online store in response to government demands.
Google declined to say whether it would comply with
the government demand to remove also other LGBT-
related apps. [South China Morning Post]

Hendri Yulius examines Indonesia’s politics of
debilitation of the transgender community, describing
police arrests aimed to discipline and rehabilitate
transgenders to be “masculine” men. While focusing on
Aceh, he also describes similar developments in other
parts of the country. [Jakarta Post]

Laos: Civil society organizations under
tight control

(Ih/1s) David Hutt reports that the human rights
situation in Laos is getting bleaker. An illustrative point
is the ruling Communist Party’s tighter grip on the
country’s civil society organizations (CSOs). A new
decree that entered into force last November requires
the government to approve the establishment of CSOs,
to permit their projects and acceptance of donations,
to review their assets, and to provide advice and
assistance to ensure their operations are in line with
party policy, the law, and government regulations. Hutt
argues that, since the disappearance of prominent civil
society leader Sombath Somphone, international
interest in Laos’ human rights situation has faded
significantly. [The Diplomat]

Malaysia: Federal Court decides that
religious conversions must be agreed by
both parents

(Is) The Federal Court of Malaysia said in a landmark
decision on Monday that both parents must consent to
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the religious conversion of a minor, ruling unanimously
in favor of a Hindu woman, Ms. Indira Gandhi, whose
ex-husband converted their three children to Islam
without telling her. The wider implication of the
decision is that civil courts can hear matters related to
Islamic affairs even if there is a contradictory Shariah
court decision. The case has been closely followed by
large Chinese and Indian minorities who fear their
rights are increasingly being trampled by Islamic
jurisprudence. [New York Times]

Subsequently, Prime Minister Najib Razak said on
Tuesday that the Government may consider amending
legislation to bring it in line with the ruling. The call for
the Malaysian government to amend the relevant law
to prevent unilateral conversion of children has
received strong support from moderates, lawyers and
politicians. [Straits Times] The extensive media
reporting about the case demonstrates the sensitivity
of the topic in majority-Muslim Malaysia

Malaysia election’s date still not fixed as
PM Najib waits for “inspiration”

(Is) Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak said he was
waiting for inspiration to decide the right time to call a
general election, with less than six months remaining
until the end of his five-year term. "I'm waiting for
some sort of spark, or what the Malays call 'ilham'," he
said. Najib has until 24 June to call for elections, failing
which parliament dissolves automatically. Polls must
be held within 60 days from the date of dissolution.
[Channel News Asia] In recent weeks, AiR has reported
regularly about the unprecedented challenge that
Najib faces in this year's election from his former
mentor and ex-premier, Mahathir Mohamad.

Meanwhile, youth activists dissatisfied with the two
competing political coalitions - the ruling Barisan
Nasional and opposition Pakatan Harapan - have
formed the #UndiRosak (spoilt vote) movement. The
movement wants the people to show their protest and
anger towards how there is no proper choice for them
to even vote. Zan Azlee notes that, when it comes to
the ruling party, many feel that corruption, cronyism
and the old faces who have created the broken system
are not fit to govern the country and need to go.
However, he considers that abstaining from voting is
not the right way to go. [Asian Correspondent]
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Thailand: Activists charged - elections

delayed - government pressured - new
political party announced - Yingluck’s

assets seized

(Is) The police in Bangkok has summoned 39 people to
acknowledge charges of violating the Public Assembly
Act after they joined a demonstration last Saturday to
call for a general election by November. [The Nation]
Moreover, eight activists of a civil rights group were
charged with violating the military government’s ban
on public gatherings, after it kicked off a cross-country
march on 20 January. The developments show the
growing public discontent over the military
government's continued grip on power. [Reuters]
Amnesty International called on the government to
end its far-reaching crackdown on peaceful
demonstrations. [Amnesty International]

Last week, Thailand's junta-appointed parliament
approved a controversial change to an electoral law
that could push back the country's already long-
delayed general election to February 2019. Prime
Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha's latest pledge for the
election date has been November 2018. Just after the
military government staged a coup in 2014, it promised
to hold an election by October 2015, but dates have
been slipping. [Nikkei Asian Review] This week, Prayuth
urged the public to be patient, insisting he would
respect the “road map”, however also calling to “give
me some more time to lay a solid foundation.”
[Bangkok Post 1]

The government remains under pressure with current
polls showing increasing discontent in the population.
Moreover, calls that Deputy Prime Minister Prawit
Wongsuwan should resign over the wrist watch affair
have become louder and more open. [Bangkok Post 2]

Furthermore, a group of 30 former Members of
Parliament have announced to set up a new political
party, the “Citizen Power Party”. The group of ex-MPs is
to a large extent made up of veteran politicians from
the New Aspiration Party which was once established
by ex-Prime Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh. Chavalith
was also Deputy Prime Minister under former Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and, in 2009, joined the
Pheu Thai Party. Samphan Lertnuwat who served as a
minister during the Chavalit administration told
reporters, however, that the new party would not be a
puppet of the Pheu Thai Party. [Bangkok Post 3]

Meanwhile, assets belonging to former prime minister
Yingluck Shinawatra have been seized by the Legal
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Execution Department to cover some of the alleged
losses of her administration's rice-pledging scheme.
The assets include her house, apartments, parcels of
land, and more than a dozen bank accounts. [Bangkok
Post 4]

Vietham: Hanoi’s municipal government

(ek) Hanoi is one of the municipalities under Vietnam's
Central Government. Now, Hanoi has received the
Politburo’s permission to pilot the municipal
government model. According to Deputy Minister of
Home Affairs Nguyen Tien Dinh, this will lead to offer
adequate and better-fitting services to citizens.
Prospectively, the different needs of urban and rural
areas could be reconciled better with the municipal
government model. [Hanoi Times]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

China’s military build-up: PLA demands
increase of nuclear warheads

(dqgl) In reaction to the 2018 US National Defense
Strategy, a commentary in the PLA Daily voiced the
need to expand China’s stockpile of nuclear warheads
if the country wants to achiev a reliable deterrence
capability. According to Song Zhongping, former
member of the People’s Liberation Army’'s Second
Artillery Corps China needs to have several hundred
nuclear warheads deployed at all times. [South China
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Morning Post] According to Arm Control Association,
China possesses in 270 nuclear warheads compared to
6800 in the USA. [Arms Control Association 1] [Arms
Control Association 2]

The demands to increase the number of nuclear
warheads was expressed just a few days ahead of the
release of the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review of the US
Department of Defense on Friday which states that
while “... the United States has continued to reduce the
number and salience of nuclear weapons, others,
including Russia and China, have moved in the
opposite direction. They have added new types of
nuclear capabilities to their arsenals, increased the
salience of nuclear forces in their strategies and plans,
and engaged in increasingly aggressive behavior,
including in outer space and cyber space.” [US
Department of Defense: NPR Summary] [US
Department of Defense NPR: Full Report]

Meanwhile, online picture indicate the possibility that
China has developed and installed a full-scale railgun
on a warship, something which even the United States
has not managed to do and which reflects China’s huge
investments and rapid advancement in the field of
military technology. [Popular Science]

China: Visits of Japanese Foreign Minister
and UK Prime Minister

(dgl) During the visit Japan’s Foreign Minister Taro
Kono to China on Sunday and Monday this week, both
countries agreed to resume annual meetings of the
leaders of China, Japan and South Korea. This
agreement reflects the climax to date of efforts which
have been taken on Chinese and Japanese side to
improve bilateral relations since last year. [The
Diplomat]

Meanwhile, Prime Minister May's visit to China this
week focused on trade, in the wake of Britain’s Brexit.
While sidestepping a formal endorsement of the One
Belt, One Road Initiative, May secured trade deals
worth 13 Billion USD. Both sides also agreed to
establish a review body between the Chinese and
British government on investment and trade with a
view on a possible post-Brexit free-trade agreement.
[South China Morning Post]

In assessing May's visit in China, analysts point to the
weak position of a Brexit-pressured UK Prime Minister
vis-a-vis the Chinese President who is now increasingly
focusing on the European Union in the frame of the
OBOR initiative. [The Guar


http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-di/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-dd/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-dh/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-dh/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-dk/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-dk/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-du/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-du/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-hl/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-hr/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-hr/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-hy/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ukyuhud-l-hj/

South China Sea: China grows its influence
as U.S. relies on freedom of navigation

(Is) After another “Freedom of Navigation Operation”
by the U.S. navy, China has vowed to take “necessary
measures” to protect its sovereignty. The missile
destroyer USS Hopper had sailed within 12 nautical
miles - an internationally recognized territorial limit -
of Huangyan Island, which is also known as
Scarborough Shoal and subject to a rival claim by the
Philippines. The U.S. argued that the “innocent” was in
accordance with international law. China's defence
ministry said the repeated dispatch of US warships to
the region was “undermining regional peace and
stability” and hurting bilateral relations. [The Guardian]

The Philippines, though defending the destroyer’s
passage, are trying to avoid being caught up in the
power game between the U.S. and China. Philippines
Presidential spokesman Harry Roque said, “that is
really a problem of America because we have come to
a point that we now have an independent foreign
policy, (...) the problem of America today is no longer
the problem of the Philippines, (...) we are now trying
to make friends (with China)”. [Straits Times]

Against this background, Mark Valencia examines the
decline of U.S. influence in the South China Sea,
describing how U.S. allies such as Australia, Japan, and
the Philippines have so far declined U.S. requests to
join its freedom of navigation operations, and how
Indonesia has expressed disapproval over such U.S.
“power projection” in the area. [The Diplomat] In a
similar vein, Gregory Poling holds that, with China's
growing influence across Southeast Asia, a diplomatic
breakthrough is unlikely. From a U.S. perspective, he
suggests that the Trump administration should begin
giving the South China Sea as much attention as North
Korea during diplomatic engagements with ASEAN
states and other regional partners. [Foreign Affairs]

However, regarding China's growing influence in
Southeast Asia, Alvin Camba urges to not oversimplify
bilateral relations along the lines of “play nice with
Beijing, gain investment and aid”. He argues that the
pitfall in this theory is the assumption that states are
the main actors in determining the flows of foreign
direct investment. Choosing the case of the Philippines
as a case study, he holds that the relationship between
Philippine and Chinese leaders is surely important, but
that it ultimately falls short of explaining the variations
in the types of investments, and across different
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Philippines presidential administrations. [New
Mandala]

Japan-Russia relations: Tension
programmed

(dql) A decree of Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev on
Thursday has paved the way for the deployment of
Russian warplanes at a civil airport on the Pacific island
of Iturup, as the Russian name it, or Etorofu as it is
called in Japanese. Occupied by Russia since the end of
World War Il, Iturup, along with three other islands
north-east of Hokkaido, is disputed between Russia
and Japan. MedvedeV's decree accelerates the area's
militarization at a time when Moscow's ties with Tokyo
are tense over the latter’s decision to deploy a new US-
made land-based missile system. [Reuters]

Japan-North Korea relations: Tokyo
pushes for tighter enforcement of
sanctions against Pyongyang

(dqgl) At the 14th Asia Senior-Level Talks on Non-
Proliferation on Wednesday in Tokyo, Japan called
upon China, India, the U.S. and other countries to
increase information sharing and other cooperation in
the wake of the breaches of the international sanctions
against North Korea. Reflecting its increasing influence,
nuclear power India attended the conference at the
host's invitation, along with Australia, Canada, France,
New Zealand, South Korea and the ASEAN member
states. [Nikkei Asian Review]

China’s plans new international courts

(dgl) China has decided to establish three international
courts to deal with disputes related to the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI). They will be installed by the
Chinese Supreme People’s Court in Beijing, Xi'an, the
capital of Shaanxi Province and Shenzhen. The courts
will be tasked with weighing litigation, arbitration and
mediation; providing legal support and solving
initiative disputes. [NDTV]

Analysts voice concerns over the independence and
impartiality of theses arbitration courts as they will be
under the Supreme People’s Court and possibly
exposed to political pressure of the CCP. [CNBC]
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China’s border security: Beijing's plans for
a military base in Afghanistan’s Wakhan
Corridor

(dql) Beijing is holding talks with Kabul about the set-
up of a military base in Afghanistan’s far Eastern
Wakhan Corridor bordering Xinjiang in attempt to
close entry points of exiled Uighur members of the
East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) into Xinjiang.
The talks follow months long joint Chinese-Afghan
patrols which started last summer in this area and a
meeting between the defense ministers in December.
[NDTV]

Pakistan - US relations

(Ih) After President Trump announced the stop of any
financial aid to Pakistan, as he considered it as a “safe
heaven” for Afghan terrorists, some legislative
alterations in the US National Defence Authorisation
Act (NDAA) will ensure the withholding of $350 million
aid to Pakistan in 2018 until Islamabad uses significant
measures against the Taliban and the Haqqgani
network. [Dawn]

Against this background, Pakistan's defense minister
Khurram Dastgir Khan announced the country's plan to
increasingly purchase arms from China, Russia and
further Eastern European countries, stressing the
already conceivable turn to China for military aid.
[Newsweek]

Still there are nevertheless still efforts on both sides to
ensure that these developments do not mean a
complete renunciation of Pakistan-US relations.
[Bloomberg]

Interesting in this context is a detailed account on
Pakistan's nuclear weapons and their capabilities.
[National Interest]

Strategic Realignment in the Indo-Pacific:
The American perspective

(hg) The background to the current strategic trend is
particularly reflected by recent remarks of U.S. Admiral
Harry Harris, head of the U.S. Pacific Command, at the
annual Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi last month (see
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the last AiR issue). Admiral Harris bluntly referred to
China as a disruptive power in the Indo-Pacific urging
the countries in the region to build their capabilities
and work together. The article in The American Interest
highlights the shifting strategical assumptions and
realigning power relations reflected by Admiral Harris’
widely registered remarks as well as Secretary of
Defense Mattis’ visit to Indonesia and Vietnam (see
below). [The American Interest]

U.S.-Indian rapprochement despite
remaining concerns

(hg) The newly announced U.S. Defence Strategy with
its the key priority to counter what it bluntly declares a
growing threat from Russia and China puts great
emphasize on the Indo-Pacific region where the U.S.
will “strengthen our alliances and partnerships [...] to a
networked security architecture capable of deterring
aggression, maintaining stability, and ensuring free access
to common domains”, as defense secretary Mattis said.

With the great possibility that the U.S. and India will
actually engage in a deepening and sustaining
partnership to contain the Chinese expansion, the
mutual perceptions vary slightly. India, arguably
represents at present the probably most challenging
and promising element of the U.S. approach to Asia.
While important steps to realize the potential are done
already and the U.S. have barely reason to fear a
return to a Sino-Indo BRICS cordiality, there are some
remaining points of concern from the Indian
perspective which, nevertheless, enjoy a - currently -
lower priority.

From the Indian side, some commenters point
nevertheless to the U.S. President's presumed
unpredictability, which they fear could surface
economically but also security related. Most crucial
issues as one observer notes it are terror groups
targeting India and the broader U.S. - Pakistan
relations. [Modern Diplomacy] [The Quint]

Second, the harshly formulated U.S. defense strategy
could, so the fears, also catalyze geopolitical dynamics
with respect to China and possibly push of Russia to
enhance its partnership not only with China but also
Pakistan.

Equally possible according to the Indian assessments is
thirdly possible U.S. - Indian discord due to India’s
stance towards old allies as reported in earlier AiR
issues. In fact, not only the mentioned drift in Indian-
Russian relations, but also Delhi's relations with North
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Korea and, more important, its vested interests in Iran
could turn out to bear potential for tensions.

While the U.S. and important U.S. allies like Saudi
Arabia and Israel display increasingly signs that
relations with Iran could further deteriorate, Iran
remains of crucial importance for India in negative and
positive respects, namely to counter the Chinese
influence in the Middle East but also to expand the
very own presence with Iran as India’s gateway to
Afghanistan, Central Asia and the Arabian Peninsula.
The most prominent Indian investment in Iran is the
Chabahar Port project. [Modern Diplomacy] [The
Quint]

Are Sino-Indian relations getting softer or
tougher?

(hg) Some commentators observe a shift in China’s
rhetorical stance towards India by offering to open
talks with India to resolve differences on the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and join the Belt
and Road Initiative as to a Chinese foreign ministry
spokesperson. [The Hindu]

Interesting in this context are remarks of Rong Ying,
Vice President of China Institute of International
Studies (CIIS), a prominent state-run Chinese think-
tank affiliated to Chinese Foreign Ministry. In an article
in the CIIS journal, the first of its kind by a Chinese
think tank on the Modi government, Rong, who also
served as a diplomat in India, acknowledges the reality
of competition between the countries which he sees
however to be possibly reconciled with a principled
cooperation as well. Advocating a “strategic consensus
of the two leaders", Xi and Modi, he states that China
would not be a hurdle but a major opportunity for the
Indian development. [Economic Times]

The actual room for friendly bilateral maneuvers has,
however, already been limited by the Chinese foreign
ministry’s spokesperson herself when offering a new
partnership with Delhi as mentioned above.
Significantly, the spokesperson, when confronted with
China’s alleged military infrastructure buildup in the
Doklam/Dong Lang area (see below), reiterated that
this would be a project on China’s sovereign territory,
offering thus a much less reconciliatory stance
concerning the currently more crucial frontline
between the countries than related to Pakistan. [The
Hindu]

Against this background, recent remarks of a Chinese
researcher are interesting who predicts that India’s
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new foreign minister will take an even tougher
approach towards China than his predecessor.
Actually, India’s new foreign minister Gokhale is
considered an expert on China and has been India's
Ambassador to Beijing when the Doklam standoff
erupted in June last year. [Times of Islamabad]

Rounding off the picture of bilateral assessments,
another former Indian foreign minister has just
expressed his deep suspicion about a rising China's
unilateral assertion and disregard for other countries
as the defining challenge for India, a view particularly
expressed regarding the inroads China is making in
India’s neighbourhood, especially in Nepal. [The
Tibetan Review]

An interesting ‘external’ assessment from the American
side has been made a former U.S. diplomat stating that
the present and future India-China ties would reflect a
"Cold-War-like" relationship while New Delhi would be
unlikely to join something framed as a US-led front to
contain Beijing. [The Economic Times]

Deteriorating Sino-India border
developments

(hg) A retired Indian colonel who has thoroughly
analyzed satellite images of the disputed Doklam
plateau has “shredded the veil of peace laboriously
woven by India and China since they pulled themselves
back from the brink of war last summer” [South China
Morning Post].

According to him, the People’s Liberation Army is
engaged in a military infrastructure build-up of
significant magnitude. It includes concrete posts,
helipads, new trenches, and a concrete observation
tower less than 10 meters from the Indian Army’s most
forward trench as well as fighting posts that have been
created on almost every hillock on the North Doklam
plateau. All this, so the retired soldier, has been
implemented only after the 16 June 2017 resolve of the
war-close tensions. The developments add to the fact,
that China has actually never proclaimed that it was
pulling back its troops. [South China Morning Post]

The Indian government, seems, however, not to
remain inactive. To ensure faster movement of troops,
the Indian government plans to build a 14-kilometer
tunnel at an elevation of 13,700 feet through the Sela
Pass which is located between the Tawang and West
Kameng districts of Arunachal Pradesh, an area
considered to be of great strategic importance in case
of war. [Defence News]
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Indian Defense

(hg) India has the sixth highest defense budget and the
second largest standing armed force in the world.
While it is currently attempting to modernize its
equipment as much and quick as possible the growth
rate of the defense budget has fallen. For a detailed
account on the current status and demand in terms of
defense spending see the detailed report of [news18].

Under the eyes of its chief of staff, the Indian Navy has
nevertheless launched - even if with some delay - its
third, state-of-the-art Scorpene class submarine,
‘Karanj', which is supposed to mark a generational shift
in submarine operations. [Marine Link] [NDTV]

Meanwhile, the Indian Air Force has reportedly again
released a request for information (RFI) for in-flight
refueling aircraft. [AIN Online]

At the same time, India also envisions an enhanced
platform to sell its own weapons to smaller countries
in Asia that fear China's rise. Indian made arms are,
however, still lacking sufficient quality which seems
largely due to ineffective command-and-control
structures. [The Economic Times]

Considered as a promising Indian produced product to
be further developed is the high-range BrahMos
supersonic cruise missile, whose range could be
extended to 450 km and then to 800 km which would
drastically beef up the own Indian military capabilities.
[Army Recognition]

A welcomed sign of trust to Indian weapons has just
been offered by the visiting U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff,
General David L Goldfein, who flew one of India's
indigenous light combat aircraft Tejas'. [The Economic
Times]

Remnants of better times between India
and Russia

(hg) Itis one of the significant expressions of the
present process of a realigning Asian order that old
friends estranged and new relations emerge. Among
the greatest changes in this sense are the US-Pakistan
and the Indian-Russian relations. Yet, in case of the
latter, there are still closer bonds than in the former.
On occasion of the recent Indian national day,
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President Putin has now once more acknowledged the
Indian nation’s achievements and expressed his
appreciation for both country's “relationship of
privileged strategic partnership” [Tass], which,
however, is arguably fading.

The actual perception from the Russian side seems
well captured by an academic’s meanwhile published
account on the Russia-Indian strategic dialogue and
the related recent bilateral meeting and its “specifics”.
The author acknowledges the reality of an Indian
participation in the newly formed anti-Chinese alliance
between the Asia - Pacific's “largest democracies” but
reiterates, at the same time, that India would still be
interested in Russia’s approaches to the Greater
Eurasian partnership, the Chinese Belt and Road
initiative and how these initiatives can be linked to the
plans to create a North-South corridor and other
infrastructure projects of India. [valdaiclub]

Even if this might sound a bit optimistic at present, not
all is lost for the possibilities of Indian - Russian
cooperation either as India may join hands with Russia
for expanding its presence in the hydrocarbon sector
in Vietnam reflecting another increasingly difficult, yet
still standing friendship, namely those between Russia
and Vietnam which the Russian side has kept when
China and Vietnam clashed over South China Sea
issues in 2014.

Despite growing US-Vietnamese ties, Vietnam, like
India, still has long established military ties with Russia,
possessing for instances Russian SU-27 fighter jets, kilo
class submarines and Yakhont missiles. India, on its
part, is also planning to sell its Brahmos missiles, which
it has jointly developed with Russia to Vietnam. All
these ties and recent moves however do not change
the more dominating reverse trend in all three
country’s relationships whereas they do show that the
strategic realities remain complex and dynamic. [The
Economic Times]

Vietnam sees Russia as a priority partner
in military technological co-operation

(ek) Vietnam supports and expects Russia to play a
greater role in the Asia-Pacific region, and Russia
considers Vietnam a traditional friend and an
important strategic partner, as the Viethamese
government has vowed to continue relying on Russian
support for the maintenance and serving of military
platforms. [Hanoi Times]
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India’s ASEAN ties

(hg) After the ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit
held in Delhi which had been organized in coincidence
with the Indian national day with all ten ASEAN leaders
attending, India’'s symbolical capital with regard to
ASEAN received a boost. The message conveyed at
large at the meeting was that India is important to
ASEAN where it viewed as a benign power and one to
which relations can be hugely expanded in the near
future.

For India in turn, ASEAN is of vital importance both for
strategic and economic considerations after Delhi has
redefined the contours of its foreign policy priorities.
Setbacks in South Asia and opportunities in Southeast
Asia have partly blurred Indian foreign policy's classical
distinction between ‘immediate neighborhood’ and
‘extended neighborhood'. Unspoken in public meetings
but very present at the horizon of palpable strategic
opportunities remains the question how to engage
especially Vietnam, Singapore and Indonesia in the
broader context of the strategic discourse already
established by the ‘the Quad’, the U.S., India, Japan and
Australia. [The Hindu]

India’s ASEAN ties

(hg) After the ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit
held in Delhi which had been organized in coincidence
with the Indian national day with all ten ASEAN leaders
attending, India's symbolical capital with regard to
ASEAN received a boost. The message conveyed at
large at the meeting was that India is important to
ASEAN where it viewed as a benign power and one to
which relations can be hugely expanded in the near
future.

For India in turn, ASEAN is of vital importance both for
strategic and economic considerations after Delhi has
redefined the contours of its foreign policy priorities.
Setbacks in South Asia and opportunities in Southeast
Asia have partly blurred Indian foreign policy's classical
distinction between ‘immediate neighborhood’ and
‘extended neighborhood'. Unspoken in public meetings
but very present at the horizon of palpable strategic
opportunities remains the question how to engage
especially Vietnam, Singapore and Indonesia in the
broader context of the strategic discourse already
established by the ‘the Quad’, the U.S., India, Japan and
Australia. [The Hindu]
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US seeks to engage Indonesia and
Vietnam to counter Chinese maritime
expansion

(hg) U.S. Defense Secretary James Mattis' visit to
Indonesia - before a visit to Vietnam - highlights the
American efforts to enhance regional strategic
partnerships to counter China's expanding presence in
Asian waters reiterating the basic themes of the just
announced US National Defense Strategy. While
Indonesia - despite not a claimant state in the South
China Sea issues - has come forward to protect its
exclusive economic zone off the Natuna Islands where
it overlaps with the southern reaches of China's self-
proclaimed “nine-dash line”, Indonesia also courts
China economically to invest.

Noteworthy, Mattis could not escape criticism of the
U.S. recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and was
confronted with the call to support a two-state
solution regarding the Israel-Palestine conflict with
East Jerusalem as the Palestine capital. [Nikkei Asian
Review]

Appreciating Singapore’s Sri Lankan
heritage

(hg) Another recovery of historic ties between an
important ASEAN state and a South Asian power is
displayed by a recent piece in the Straits Times
highlighting the inspiration some Southeast Asian
states received from Sri Lanka in the early days of their
post-colonial emergence including Singapore. Among
the Sri Lankans that came there in the early 1900s with
many active in the fields of civil service, law, medicine,
education, and engineering was also the late Mr S.
Rajaratnam, who was Singapore's first foreign minister,
whereas Singapore’s present Deputy Prime Minister
Tharman Shanmugaratnam is also a descent from Sri
Lankan immigrants of whom, most were however not
from the dominating Sinhalese population but Tamils
from Jaffna. [The Straits Times]

Thailand in the newly emerging Asian
security order

(hg) The Diplomat highlights Thailand’s cooperation
with Beijing in the defense realm in light of recent
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weapon deals with China indicating that the long-
established bilateral relations are constantly
deepening since the 2014 military coup. [The Diplomat]

The observation of a Sino-Thai rapprochement has to
be measured in context though. It is first of all none
which is sharply breaking with diplomatic traditions
and also not openly provoking established
expectations. Rather it might currently be seen as a
gradual enhancement which compensates the
somehow inevitable temporary post-Coup recession of
Thai - US ties, while it also reflects a generally growing
Chinese imprint in the region, albeit in a less
dramatical form than in many other ASEAN states.

Different from neighboring states like Cambodia and
Laos, Thailand still is a close partner of the U.S. and
yet, different from Vietnam for instance, also a
constant, even if frequently less visible close partner to
China which, undisputable, gains relatively influence.
Yet, most of all, Thailand is a country pursuing one of
the most skillful bamboo diplomacies in the region, a
craft that has been cultivated since the days of the
beginning Cold War and the non-alignment movement.
Recent Sino-Thai developments have to be seen within
this frame and within it they make all sense without
indicating a profound re-alignment. For the present
military government, arms-deals with China seem to
have been more convenient than with Western
partners for some reasons but should not be
overestimated. Regarding its flexible foreign policy in
times of aligning spheres of influences, Thailand
remains one of currently most interesting countries to
watch in the Indo-Pacific region. Given its geo-strategic
location, its weight within the ASEAN, its relative
stability and long-established partnership with NATO,
any sustaining changes to the dominating foreign
policy direction would represent one of the more
interesting regional developments indeed.

Against this background, the Bangkok Post offers an
interesting comment on Thailand’s weight in the Indo -
Pacific region that, arguably, reflects the Kingdom's
long established foreign policy dichotomy as much as
the shifting realities with the ‘Quad’ dialogue at the
center of the current dynamics.

According to Kavi, the author, “Thailand does not want
the Indo-Pacific to concentrate on consultations”
among the Quad as a major mechanism in the frame
of the new US National Defense Strategy with its blunt
qualification of Russo and Sino threats at its heart. The
instead highlighted Thai preferences for a broader, less
security focused Indo-Pacific community might remain
a possible goal, but also one which will face increasing
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pressure by the inevitably emerging tenets of the
developing security architecture.

The second point made in the article is a more
inclusive security cooperation for the sake of stability
and prosperity, both on land and at sea. At the first
glance, the reiteration of Thailand’s particular
geopolitical location between the Pacific and Indian
Oceans and as the destination of important Asian
rivers, also hints at the preference to continue an
enhancement of connectivity and communication with
China. [Bangkok Post]

While Thailand is assumed to support India’s greater
engagement in ASEAN and to be integrated in the
regional security dialogue with the Cobra Gold exercise
leading the way, it is also expected to resist attempts
to “turn the Indo-Pacific into a bulwark against China or
Russia”. With Thailand taking up the ASEAN chair next
year, it will be interesting to see in how far it might
successfully mediate with those ASEAN states
welcoming the Quad’s entrenchment, with those siding
with China, and those who might have their own
agenda of a more independently acting ASEAN.
[Bangkok Post]

Currently, Thailand seems to pursue a much less
accentuated, strategically directed foreign policy
regarding the security related looming of greater
spheres of influence than other regional actors do. If
this will turn out to be a missed opportunity, a blessing
or at least to offer the potential to assume the role of
regional mediator by which it could buy some time to
preserve its dichotomous foreign policy approach
remains to be seen.

Six ASEAN countries form “Our Eyes”
intelligence network

(Is) Six Southeast Asian nations launched an
intelligence pact on Thursday aimed at combating
Islamist militants and improving cooperation on
security threats, overcoming what analysts described
as a high level of distrust. Indonesia, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Brunei - all
members of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations - have signed up to the “Our Eyes” pact
according to which senior defence officials will meet
every two weeks to swap information on militant
groups and develop a common database of violent
extremists. [South China Morning Post]
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The China-Maldives Connection

(hg) With a new, unexpected FTA, China cements its
influence in the Maldives, much to India’s dismay.
Signed on December 8, 2017, as the Maldives' first FTA
with any country, the Maldives has become the second
South Asian country to sign an FTA with China after
Pakistan.

Moreover, the Maldives also signed a Memorandum of
Understanding that brings it into the Maritime Silk
Road, a component of China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) seconded by a number of bilateral cooperation
treaties. The article in The Diplomat highlights some
background information of the development that has
been covered by recent AiR issues as well. [The
Diplomat]

India’s new military presence on the
Seychelles and concerns over Chinese
influence in Sri Lanka

(hg) India and the Seychelles signed a revised
agreement that will allow India to build military
infrastructure on Assumption Island, that will expand
its strategic reach in the Indean Ocean.

Initially, the agreement had been signed in 2015 to be
suspended because it had not been ratified by the
Seychelles parliament prompting previous President of
the Seychelles, Faure announced last year it would
have to be re-negotiated.

The agreement shall enhance the cooperation
pertaining anti-piracy operations and enhanced EEZ
surveillance to prevent intrusions by potential
economic offenders indulging in illegal fishing,
poaching, drug and human trafficking and generally
the Seychelles' defense assets and capabilities. [Jane's
360] [Times of India]

The final conclusion of the agreement follows an
unannounced visit of India's Foreign Secretary
Jaishankar to the Seychelles after the Seychelles-China
cooperation has been rapidly growing in the recent
past. Giving the Indian military interests on the islands,
the deal securing them is indeed of great “strategic
significance” for India. [India Today]

Meanwhile, India is indicating security concerns over
Sri Lanka handing over the control of Hambantota Port
to China with Indian Defense Minister Nirmala
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Sitharaman having publicly raised doubts whether
China would confine itself only to [peaceful] port
activities, hinting at the port's ‘dual use’ capacity. [The
Daily Mirror]

Japan expanding its influence in Sri Lanka
and beyond, partly in cooperation with
India

After Japanese Foreign Minister Taro Kono's visit to Sri
Lanka the Japanese engagement in Stri Lanka takes
shape as well, both economically and militarily, - partly
in concert with India. Now, the Sri Lanka Ports
Authority with both Japan and India plans a joint
liquefied natural gas project, the first in the country, to
be located within Colombo port - one of the busiest
ports in South Asia. [The Diplomat]

At the same time, the Japanese government plans to
expand its assistance to strengthen naval security
capacities to nations in the Indian Ocean with Sri Lanka
and Djibouti as first targets. [The Japan Times]

Rising stakes for smaller and middle
South Asian states: Bangladesh

(hg) As a relevant element of Asia’s shifting security
order and an integral part of the increasingly
important Indo-Pacific region, Bangladesh is receiving
growing interests by other players such as recently the
US, whose Deputy Assistant Secretary of State from the
South and Central Asia Bureau just reiterated his
country's commitment to the region and the country as
well as Indonesian President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo's
visit in Dhaka. [Dhaka Tribune] [The Jakarta Post]

India working against the trend in Nepal?

(hg) After the overwhelming election success of the
joint communist forces in Nepal which is widely
assumed to give China a strategic advantage over
India, the Indian government has worked quietly over
the past two months to secure its stakes in the
Himalaya state. After all, almost all of the Nepalese
people live on the Indian side of the Himalayas, while
Nepal takes up half of the mountain border between
China and India.
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Following PM Modi's telephone call Nepal's coming
communist leader Oli immediately after his election,
several high-level contacts were established between
Delhi and Kathmandu culminating in Indian Foreign
Secretary Sushma Swaraj's visit to Nepal ahead of the
now expected government formation. Oli, in turn,
wrote on the occasion of the Indian national day to PM
Modi that he was eager to work with the Indian
government. [The Economic Times]

Background Reading

For Myanmar’s army, ethnic bloodletting
is key to power and riches

(Is) Richard Paddock for the New York Times describes
how constant fighting with ethnic minorities is a
necessary element for Myanmar’'s military to maintain
its economic and political power. Paddock traces back
how the Tatmadaw has displaced millions of people
while taking billions of dollars in profit from jade
mines, teak forests and other natural resources. He
argues that its strategy has been to fight ethnic rebels
to a standstill, manage the conflicts through cease-fires
and enrich its officers. [New York Times]

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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