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China: Removal of two-term limit of

presidency approved

(dql) China’s legislature on Sunday approved a

constitutional revision scrapping the two-term limit of

the office of the president. With only two of the 2964

delegates voting against the change, three abstentions

and one spoiled vote the approval was nearly

unanimous. This change, together with Xi Jinping’s

other posts of the Secretary-General of the Communist

Party and Head of the Central Military Commission

which carry no explicit term limits, raise concerns of

critics that a return to absolute rule, as experienced

under Mao Zedong, is not distant. [Nikkei Asian

Review]

These concerns are reinforced by other amendments

of the constitution the parliamentary body also

approved along the removal of the two-term limit.

They include among others the incorporation of the

clause ‘Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese

Characteristics for a New Era’ as guiding policy

principle, the addition of a sentence identifying the

Communist Party as the ‘defining feature of socialism

with Chinese characteristics’, as well as the designation

of the supervisory commissions as state organ at the

top of whose the newly established National

Supervision Commission stands (see below). [The

Jamestown Foundation: China Brief]
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China: Bill on new anti-corruption

supervision commission submitted for

legislature’s approval

(dql) On Tuesday, a bill detailing function and powers

of the National Supervision Commission (NSC), China’s

newly created top anti-corruption watchdog agency,

went through the third reading in the ongoing National

People’s Congress. The submission of the bill on

Monday followed the approval of the constitutional

amendments in the frame of which the NSC was listed

as state organ. [Xinhua]

According to the bill, the NSC, formed out of the

merger of the Central Commission for Discipline

Inspection and various supervision and corruption

control departments, would be vested with formidable

powers, including conducting searches, seizing

property and freezing assets as well as detaining

suspects for up to six months as part of corruption

investigations. The NSC’s oversight would be extended

to not only cover about 90 million party members, but

also public sector employees, including managers of

state-owned enterprises, hospitals, educational and

cultural institutions, sports organizations and even

village governments and research institutes.

Corresponding to the power of the NSC, the bill ranks

it higher than the Supreme People’s Court and

Supreme Prosecutors Office. [South China Morning

Post]

Wang Shenming, Vice-chair of the Judicial Affairs

Committees of parliament, announced that changes to

the criminal procedure will be made upon approval of

the bill. Critics of the bill voiced concerns over these

changes as the bill failed to spell out aspects pertaining

to improving requirements for evidence and protecting

suspects rights, such as access to a lawyer during

investigations. [Reuters]

The bill whose vote in scheduled for Monday 20 March

reflects the continued determination of the

government to further advance the sweeping anti-

corruption campaign which President Xi Jinping has

made a signature of his rule since assuming power in

2012.

 

End of China’s one-child policy in sight
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(dql) In the frame of the submission of proposals for a

large-scale institutional overhaul of ministries and

state agencies [South China Morning Post] to the

National People’s Congress the State Council this week

brought forward the plan to establish a new National

Health Commission in charge of national health

policies, including population and family planning

policies. The new agency would absorb the Family

Planning Commission which has been feared across

the country for its rigid enforcement the notorious

one-child policy introduced in 1979. While the

government has not officially abolished this policy,

analysts view the integration of the Family Planning

Commission into the National Health Commission as a

sign that the institutional reform will pave way for a

policy reform at the end of which the one-child policy

will eventually be dropped. [Quartz]

 

China: Overseas Uighurs protest against

Beijing’s Xinjiang securitization

(dql) Uighur Muslim ethnic group members this week

protested in New York and Sydney against the Chinese

government's surveillance and security campaign in

Xinjiang region accusing Beijing of detaining thousands

of their people for political indoctrination in the course

of the campaign. [ABC News] [The Asahi Shimbun/AP]

Meanwhile, Xinjiang region deputy party secretary Zhu

Hailun stated at the Xinjiang delegation meeting during

the National People’s Congress that authorities were

prepared and determined to sustain their efforts to

ensure stability and development in the region and to

continue a “persistent, complicated, sharp and at times

very intense” crackdown on Uighur separatism. [Global

Times]

 

Japan: Abe’s and finance minister’s

resignation demanded over land sale

scandal

(dql) In the rapidly unfolding scandal centering at

cronyism in the context of a 2016 sale of state land to

private school operator Moritomo Gakuen, protesters

demanded the resignation of Prime Minister Abe and

Finance Minister Taro Aso following the Finance

Ministry’s confession that 12 of 14 documents related

to the sale and submitted to the Diet had been altered

by staff members at the Ministry on Monday. On the

same day lawmakers from the opposition presented
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the original and forged documents revealing the

removal of the names of Prime Minister Abe, his wife

and Aso from these documents. [Reuters]

In move to bend in the opposition, the ruling coalition

expressed the intention to have Nobuhisa Sagawa,

who was director-general of the Finance Ministry’s

Financial Bureau at the time of the deal and stepped

down as chief of the National Tax Agency last week,

testifying before the Diet. [Asahi Shimbun 1]

Abe rejected the calls to resign and also defended his

long-serving finance minister who leads the second-

largest faction in the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)

whose support Abe needs in his bid to win a third term

as LDP president this autumn. [Asahi Shimbun 2]

 

Japan: LDP panel fails to form consensus

over revision of war-renouncing Article 9

(dql) The ruling Liberal Democratic Party’s (LDP)

struggle for an intra-party consensus on the

constitutional revision continues. A party’s panel on

constitutional revisions failed to arrive at a consensus

on Thursday due to resistance to Prime Minister Abe’s

proposal from rank-and-file members pursuing a more

radical revision of the war-renouncing Art. 9 of the

constitution.

Abe's proposal focuses on a clause to be added to the

article that would formalize the legal status of Japan’s

Self Defense Forces (SDF) and allow Japan to maintain

'the minimum necessary armed organization' required

for self-defense while a change of the various legal

restrictions imposed on military operations of the SDF

would not be involved. In Abe’s proposal the current

wording of Article 9 remains unchanged.

Opponents to his ideas call for the deletion of the

second paragraph of Article 9 - whose disputed

clause reads “land, sea, and air forces, as well as other

war potential, will never be maintained” -, arguing that

that would allow Japan to fully exercise the right of

collective self-defense under Article 51 of the United

Nations Charter, which refers to the right to attack a

third country if it assaults an ally nation. [The Japan

Times]

 

South Korea: Ex-President Lee admits

accepting illicit money
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(dql) The prosecution on Wednesday summoned

former President Lee Myung-bak for interrogation over

some 20 criminal charges, among them bribery and

embezzlement involving tens of billions of won. He is

also suspected of abuse of power and violating

regulations concerning presidential records and the

Public Official Election Act. Lee confessed that he, while

in office, received 100,000 USD from the state spy

agency through his former presidential aide. He

refused to disclose how the money was used and also

denied other corruption allegations against him. [The

Korea Herald]

 

South Korea: Prosecution rejects

President’s ideas on reform of

investigative bodies

(dql) Defying President Moon Jae-in’s pledge to reform

the state’s investigative agencies as well as his call for a

decrease of prosecutorial power and the

establishment of an independent investigative agency

in charge of high-profile corruption cases involving top

government officials and their families, the head of the

Supreme Prosecutors' Office this week expressed the

prosecution’s willingness to expand cooperation with

the police and hand over more corruption or major

crime cases but also its strict refusal to share control of

overall investigation procedures or to transfer

jurisdiction to the investigative body proposed by the

President. [Yonhap]

 

South Korea: Standoff between parties in

dispute over constitutional revision

(dql) South Korean political parties are facing a

standoff over the draft for the constitution's revision.

Following the latest clash on Tuesday between the

ruling Democratic Party (DP) and the main opposition

Liberty Korea Party (LKP) over how and when to amend

the constitution, the presidential office announced its

intention to table its own bill on the constitutional

change. The move is an apparent attempt to pressure

the parties to compromise and to speed up the

parliamentary process of devising a revision motion in

order to match DP's preferred timetable for a

referendum to be held at the same time as the June

local elections. The presidential office's bill reportedly

contains a strengthening of provincial governments’

autonomy and a shift from the current five-year

presidency into a one-time renewable four-year term. 
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Accusing the Moon administration of an arbitrary act

of thwarting the scheme of a people-led and

consensus-based revision of the constitution, the LKP

strongly rejected the government's move to submit its

own proposal as interference [Yonhap] and on Friday

presented its revision draft which calls for a

constitutional revision with a focus on delegating more

presidential power to the prime minister. It also

suggested June as time frame for the rival parties to

submit a joint revision bill to the National Assembly,

reaffirming the party's rejection of the timeline favored

by the DP which in turn denounced the proposal as a

stalling tactic of the LKP aimed at derailing the

proposed June referendum. [Korea Herald]

 

Law and Politics in

South Asia 

 

 

Pakistan: liberalizing/rationalizing family

law - Verbal divorce and bans on

remarriage no legal weight

(hg) The Supreme Court remarked during a hearing

that marriages could not be considered dissolved

without completion of legal procedures, qualifying that

a verbal divorce would exert no legal effect.

Meanwhile, the Sindh state Assembly plans to amend

Sindh Hindu Marriage Act by giving rights to Hindu

widows to re-marry on their own will after six months

of sorrow. [Daily Times]
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Pakistan: Election of new Senate

chairman weakens government party

(hg) The unexpected election of a Senate´s new

chairman weakens the governing party with national

elections ahead and might indicate the leverage of

military influence on anti-governmental forces within

the respective constitutional bodies. The Senate´s new

chairman, the first elected from the country’s restive

Balochistan province, has been supported by an

alliance of opposition parties, including the Pakistan

People’s Party (PPP) and Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI),

but not expected to win, as the ruling party holds a

majority of seats in the Senate. Obviously, a number of

senators from the ruling party has voted against their

party, allegedly due to the influence of the

military. [The Diplomat]

 

India: Supreme Court allows 'passive

euthanasia'

(hg) In a landmark ruling the SC declared that

individuals have the right to die with dignity under

strict guidelines permitting citizens to draft a "living

will" that specifies that life support not be given in the

case of coma, thus allowing the withdrawal of medical

treatment with the intention to hasten the death of a

terminally-ill patient. In the decision, responding to the

petition by a nongovernmental organization, the five-

member court clarified with that individuals are only

allowed to draft such a living will while being in a

"normal state of health and mind".

"A person cannot be forced to live on support of

ventilator. Keeping a patient alive by artificial means

against his/her wishes is an assault on his/her body,"

the petitioner Common Cause said.

Those in favor of the decision highlight a person’s right

to be respected in their decision to die in dignity and

not to be kept alive in great pain or any mental

presence anymore possible. Moreover, medical

doctors and family members taking care of such an

interest not anymore have to fear to be prosecuted for

homicide and anyway legalize what is already a

widespread practice.

Critics, however, point to dangers in a country with a

poor public health system in which the option to

refuse from achievement might be taken not in

accordance with the real world of patient but financial

interests. [Al Jazeera]
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India: Foreign lawyers barred from

practice

(hg) The Supreme Court ruled that foreign lawyers

cannot practice law within the country in a case with

parties including both law firms and individual lawyers

from the UK, US, France and Australia.

Under the Advocates Act of 1961, foreign lawyers

cannot practice law in India without reciprocity. To be

eligible to practice law in India, a person has to be an

Indian citizen and have graduated with a law degree

from an Indian university. Foreign nationals are only

allowed to practice in India if their home country

allows Indian lawyers to practice there as well. Now,

the court clarified that had already held that practicing

law would include not only appearance in courts but

also giving of opinion, drafting of instruments,

participation in conferences involving legal discussion.

Nevertheless, for lawyers my still engage in arbitration

proceedings if the case pertains to international

commercial arbitration or provide legal advice for

Indian nationals concerning international commercial

arbitration while still being subject to Indian Bar rules

of ethics. [Jurist]

Practically, that means that foreign lawyers can only

advise their clients in in a very narrow field on a

temporary "fly in, fly out basis". The court has directed

the Bar Council and the government to frame rules for

foreign lawyers advising Indian clients. International

law firm White & Case has warned that foreign

business companies should structure contracts in a

way that disputes are resolved through offshore

mediation, possibly through non-Indian courts. [Al

Jazeera]

 

India: Flawed legal system?

(hg) India is providing one of the oldest modern legal

systems in Asia operating on a notable level of

doctrinal differentiation.

This, notwithstanding, Indian President Kovind has

now voiced some concern over its reputation to be as

expensive as tardy on occasion of a lecture at the

National Law University calling for equal access to

justice, a simplification of legal rules and enhancement

of legal literacy.
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The potentials of India’s legal system our, however,

reflected by the president’s call on the country´s future

lawyers keep pace with disruptive technology by

developing regulatory frameworks in an extremely

dynamically evolving technological environment

regarding for instance the outer space or artificial

intelligence: “They will have to write laws for new

equations between humans and machines, whether

driver-less cars or innovations in agriculture and

medicine” demands which seem all but unrealistically

ambitious for Indian legal science. [Times of India]

 

India: What does Automation indicate?

(hg) With only 3 robots per 10.000 employees, India

has a remarkably low automation rate or robot density

respectively. This becomes clear when compared with

the world average of 74 robots per 10.000 employees

but also countries like Thailand (45) or China (68).

Compared with the world leaders in automation it

operates even in a different world: South Korea (631),

Singapore (488), Germany (309), Japan (303), Sweden

(223), Denmark (211), the United States (189) or Italy

(185). [Quartz]

Such numbers are, however, of limited value, as they

do not say anything about the concentration of

automation standards in certain industries or region,

the relevance of these particular industries for the

respective countries’ economy and, more important,

the general societal condition. India has the same

automation rate like Russia, which, without any doubt

harbors some highly advanced industrial segments, as

India does even if on another, clearly lower level. Most

interesting with the automation rate is probably this

relation to Russia as well those to China, while it

remains unclear whether the obvious room for

improvement in the Indian case is hinting more to a

persisting weakness or rather an actual potential in

comparison with China as the great competitor.

 

Nepal: President Bhandari re-elected

(hg) Incumbent Nepalese head of state Bidya Devi

Bhandari has been re-elected with nearly three-fourths

(over 74%) of the total votes of the Electoral College

backed by the governing left alliance of CPN-UML and

CPN-Maoist Centre. The Electoral College comprises

members of Federal Parliament and provincial

assemblies with 884 members, among them 879

eligible voters of which 862 participated in the
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election. President Bhandari was first elected in

October 2015 after having served as vice-chairwoman

of UML. She is the wife of former UML leader Madan

Bhandari is a veteran politician who has also led the

Ministry for Environment and Population and the

Ministry of Defence as well as the UML’s All Nepal

Women Association for around two

decades. [Kathmandu Post]

 

Nepal: Prime Minister and opposition

leaders on future domestic politics

(hg) Addressing a reception, Prime Minister KP Sharma

Oli just announced the possibility of constitutional

amendments while issuing warnings the government

would not tolerate any terrorist activities but also take

stringent measures to control violence and crime with

rape and corruption named as major challenges. [The

Himalaya Times 1]

At the same time, former prime minister and Nepali

Congress President Sher Bahadur Deuba stressed that

the opposition party had a significant role for

strengthening democracy while in other senior NC

leader, Ramchandra Paudel, stressed the need for a

responsible, this loyal and effective opposition urging

the party´s lawmakers not to oppose anything.

[Himalayan Times 2]

With this, the country´s constitutional democracy

presents itself in a better shape than those others in

Asia Pacific where opposition is equated with

obstruction from the one side and principled enmity

from the other. If the Nepali Congress can live up to

the expectations created by its leaders remains to be

the seen though.

 

Nepal’s Chief Justice sacked

(hg) Nepal´s beleaguered chief justice is fired after the

country’s judicial council secretariat, a constitutional

body, found that he had faked his date of birth to

remain in office, after he had directed the country’s

press council, an independent regulatory body set up

by the government, to censor stories published about

him and filed a contempt-of-court case against media

representatives involved in the respective reports on

his forgery. [New York Times]
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Nepal: ICJ concerned about impunity 

(hg) International Commission of Jurists, at the

UNHRC’s 37th session, highlighted the continuing

impunity and corresponding non-compliance with

international law obligations. Stressing that more than

10 years after the civil war there has been almost

absolute impunity for serious human rights violation.

Similarly criticized the government’s failure to fulfil its

obligation to enact domestic legislation to criminalise

serious crimes in compliance with international law.

[Himalayan Times]

 

Bangladesh: Court politics in the War of

the Begums

(hg) The latest chapter of Bangladesh’s ongoing story

of a deeply divided polity shaped by the hatred

between two female party leaders that are opposing

each other for years goes on since Bangladesh

Nationalist Party (BNP) leader, former two-time Prime

Minister Khaleda Zia, has been sentenced to five years

in jail recently for her involvement in a corruption case.

After a High Court has granted now bail to her in this

so-called ‘Zia Orphanage Trust’ corruption case, the

Supreme Court stayed the order until Sunday, while

another court in the city of Comilla rejected the BNP

chief's bail petition in an arson case ordering police to

produce Khaleda before it on March 28 for a bail

hearing. Concerning this second case, Zia was arrested

only hours after she has been initially granted bail in

the above-mentioned corruption case. The arson case

is about the killing of eight people due to a bomb

attack on a bus in February 2015 during a blockade by

a BNP-led 20-party alliance. In its wake, 77 people

including BNP Chief Khaleda and four senior party

leaders were initially accused with 69 remaining so

after the death of three and charges having been

dropped against five others. Besides these two cases

against the former prime minister there are not less

than 33 others in in Dhaka and Comilla. [Dhaka

Tribune] [Daily Star] 

An eventual bail denial for Khaleda could give the BNP

the reason to boycott the approaching elections later

this year again as it did in 2014. [US News] 

 

Bangladesh: Alleged police torture
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(hg) Severe human rights relations are part of

Bangladesh’s deep political rift since years and seem to

increase ahead of the elections later this year. Now, a

police constable and several members of his unit have

been temporarily suspended on accusations that they

have tortured a private television channel´s

cameraman who had taken footage of an anti-drug

operation. [The Daily Star]

Meanwhile, the biggest opposition party BNP

announced demonstrations to protest the alleged

killing of a local leader of the BNP´s youth wing by

other police units. After having been arrested by

plainclothes officers on March 6 on the street, he was

taken on a three-day arrest on March 8 to be admitted

to hospital on Monday morning where doctors

declared him dead. The BNP alleges that he died due

to brutal torture afflicted on him during arrest. [Dhaka

Tribune]

 

Bangladesh court sentences 39 people to

death for political murder

(hg) A Bangladesh court 39 to death for the murder of

a ruling Awami League party official in 2014 who was

dragged from his vehicle by a mob and hacked with

machetes before being shot at point blank range to be

burned after being placed back in his car. In

November, a court upheld death sentences against

139 soldiers for the murders of dozens of senior army

officers in a 2009 mutiny, and last August, 10 Islamist

militants were sentenced to death over a failed plot to

assassinate Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina by

detonating a bomb at one of her rallies. [The Jakarta

Post]

 

The Maldives´ ongoing crisis: protests,

arrests and party law amendments

(hg) The acute political crisis in the Maldives which had

been covered by previous AiR issues continues.

Domestically, the crisis is more than just a power

struggle between parts of the Supreme Court and the

President, who is challenged by both exiled

oppositional forces supported by India and Western

governments but also former allies and family

members led by the President´s half-brother and

former dictator Maumoon A. Gayoom. Domestically,

the latter seems to actually represent the more

immediate threat to the authoritarian government of
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President Abdulla Yameen as manifest in the current

crisis.

Most notably, this crisis is inextricably linked with an

ongoing geopolitical power struggle between India and

China, with China supporting the Yameen government

having opened the country to Beijing while Sri Lanka,

the US, the EU and single EU countries such as

Germany and the UK are supporting either the pro-

Indian opposition directly or challenging the Yameen

regime respectively. [The Diplomat] [The Siasat Daily]

While the latter has become increasingly authoritarian,

repressive and occasionally ugly indeed, it might be

questionable though to paint the diverse opposition

groups with the same brush, to qualify all protesters

“activists” and “pro-democracy supporters” or the ‘state

of emergency’ as “a draconian” one in the dominating

international media coverage. [The Straits Times]

Presently, the state of emergency which had been

declared on Feb. 5 and extended for 30 days through

March 22, creates strong international criticism, which

has been reiterated after the police has arrested at

least 139 opposition protesters as they attempted to

defy orders under the state of emergency and march

into the high security zone in capital Male.

The Human Rights Commission of Maldives (HRCM)

has criticized the police for employing excessive use of

force to break flanks protestors especially for the use

of pepper spray. [Avas 1]

According to Amnesty International, calling for their

immediate and unconditional release, the authorities

are using the state of emergency as a licence for

heightened repression and detain protesters “solely for

exercising their rights to freedom of expression and

peaceful assembly”. [Amnesty] Likewise, the

Committee to Protect Journalists called on the

authorities to immediately release three Raajje TV

journalists who, due to their pro-opposition reporting,

were also detained over their coverage of the protests.

[Committee to Protect Journalists]

According to the government, the protests are part of

concerted efforts coordinated by former President

Gayoom that included also parts of the Supreme Court

to topple the government by unconstitutional means

including a “judicial coup”. The ruling Progressive Party

of Maldives (PPM) accuses its former party leader

Gayoom to have bribed lawmakers and judges and

creating discord within the security forces to back the

overthrow of his half-brother's government. [Avas 2]

Earlier last week, the government - controlled

parliament has passed a controversial anti-defection
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law devised to disqualify a dozen former government

lawmakers who are accused to have been bribed by

the opposition. According to the law, lawmakers

elected on party tickets would lose their respective

seats if they quit, change or are dismissed from the

party. The law also does not apply to lawmakers for

violating party whip-lines or are penalized by a party

for disciplinary violations. [Avas 3]

In its attempts to prevent the demonstrations the

Ministry of Fisheries Ministry had released a statement

according to which it would suspend vessel licenses

that were found carrying passengers heading to capital

to take part in the Friday protests. [Avas 4]

Meanwhile, the president of a party branch of the

opposition Maldivian Democratic Party who had been

arrested at the rally has been released from custody

after his family has filed a case at the Human Rights

Commission, claiming that he suffered from a

dislocated shoulder and a swollen knee due to his

arrest. Mohamed Nadheem, son-in-law of detained

opposition leader Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, as well as

Chief Justice Abdulla Saeed are being kept in arrest.

[Raajje] 

 

Law and Politics in South

East Asia 

 

Indonesia: Law limiting criticism of

politicians enacted

(ls) The new law under which persons criticizing

national politicians could be jailed – see AiR reports in

recent weeks – came into force on Thursday. President

Joko Widodo refused to sign off on the controversial

legislation. However, he does not have a veto power. In
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response to the passing of the law, hundreds of

protesters rallied outside the Constitutional Court in

Jakarta, calling on it to revoke the legislation. The Court

already received three petitions challenging the law,

but it could take months before it renders a decision.

[South China Morning Post]

 

Indonesia: Aceh province considers

beheading as punishment for murder

(ls) The northern Indonesian province of Aceh is

considering the introduction of beheading as a

punishment for murder. The head of Aceh’s sharia law

and human rights office said, “beheading is more in

line with Islamic law and will cause a deterrent effect. A

strict punishment is made to save human beings.”

Aceh is already governed by sharia law, and frequently

carries out public caning of gay people and alleged

adulterers and gamblers. [Telegraph]

 

Malaysia: Dissolution of parliament in late

March and elections in April or May

(thn) Malaysia’s parliament will be dissolved in late

March between the 28th and 30th, and general

elections must be held by August according to Reuters.

Sources say that the election date could be set for the

end of April or early May. The term of the current

government ends on June 24. The parliament is

scheduled to sit until April 5. [Reuters]

Both government and opposition leaders have been

criss-crossing the country to prepare for the upcoming

polls. As analysts say Prime Minister Najib Razak was

confident of an election victory, he is expected to table

new electoral maps next week which would favour his

ruling coalition Barisan Nasional (BN). [The Straits

Times] As mentioned in last week’s AiR, parliament had

earlier been expected to debate a proposed law to

curb fake news, but the draft bill is not fully completed

yet.

In the upcoming elections in Malaysia, but also in

Indonesia, political Islam is likely to be a major factor. A

number of candidates are aligning with fundamentalist

parties in order to win over conservative voters. Critics

fear that the increased influence of radical groups

could hit democratic freedoms and polarize society.

[CNBC]
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Myanmar: UN demand investigation of

crimes committed against Rohingya 

(ls) The UN special rapporteur on human rights in

Myanmar, Yanghee Lee, speaking to the Human Rights

Council (HRC) on Monday, said that repressive

practices of previous military governments were

returning as the norm in Myanmar. Yee called for the

creation of an independent investigative body to

“investigate, document, collect, consolidate, map, and

analyse evidence of human rights violations and

abuses”. Three experts of the UN fact-finding mission

on Myanmar, who also addressed the HRC about their

ongoing investigation, said that the evidence they had

collected “points at human rights violations of the most

serious kind, in all likelihood amounting to crimes

under international law”. [The Guardian]

The Myanmar government rejected the allegations. At

the same time, repatriations of Rohingya, agreed upon

by the governments of Bangladesh and Myanmar are

proceeding very slowly. About 8,000 of the hundreds of

thousands of Rohingya now crowded into the

Bangladesh camps have said they are willing to be

repatriated, according to a list drawn up by the

Bangladeshi authorities. However, only 374 applicants

have been verified and approved by the Myanmar

government so far. [New York Times]

 

Philippines to withdraw from

International Criminal Court

(ls) On 14 March 2018, Philippine President Rodrigo

Duterte announced that the Philippines will withdraw

from the International Criminal Court (ICC, the Court)

“effective immediately.” Discarding official withdrawal

procedures, the move came about a month after the

ICC opened preliminary examinations into Duterte’s

war on drugs to determine whether there was

sufficient evidence to establish jurisdiction over the

case. In his withdrawal announcement, Duterte

complained, in particular, about a lack of respect for

the principles of complementarity, due process and

the presumption of innocence, and argued that the

Rome Statute had not been properly published in the

nation’s official gazette. [Rappler] [New York Times]

In a Trump-like statement, presidential spokesperson

Harry Roque said: “No new countries will join because

we are recognized as probably the number one

defender of human rights and democracy in the

world.” Roque himself was a prominent advocate for
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the Philippines joining the ICC in 2011. “This is the

beginning of the end of the court,” he said. [Straits

Times]

When the Philippines withdrawal becomes effective,

Raul Cano Pangalangan [here is his portrait on the ICC

website], the current Philippine Judge serving at the

Court, will need to terminate his service as well.

Duterte’s intention to reject the ICC’s jurisdiction

exemplifies the Court’s fragile foothold across

Southeast Asia. Cambodia and the Philippines have

been the only two ICC members among the ten ASEAN

countries. Thailand signed the Statute in 2000, but not

yet proceeded to ratification. An explanation of this

Southeast Asian hesitation may be found in distinct

attitudes and principles within and between the ASEAN

countries, with the principle of non-interference in

particular, as CPG’s Lasse Schuldt explains.

[Verfassungsblog]

 

Thailand: New “Future Forward” party

attracts attention

(ls) The new party founded by business family offspring

Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit and Thammasat law

professor Piyabutr Saengkanokkul – see AiR reports

two weeks ago – has now received a name: the “Future

Forward” party. The duo unveiled their new party in

Bangkok on Thursday, vowing to lead Thailand out of a

decade-long political deadlock between two main

political factions. [South China Morning Post]

The party’s founding members include university

students, young entrepreneurs, academics, labour and

LGBT activists and a representative from the disabled

community. Mr Thanathorn said in an introduction

video that “the future cannot be designed by those

who would not live in it”. He is the nephew of Mr Suriya

Juangroongruangkit, a former transport minister

during Thaksin Shinawatra’s tenure as prime minister.

[Straits Times]

Regarding the issue whether the party would rely on

Thanathorn’s massive wealth and whether it would

become another “Thaksin party”, Thanathorn said it is

considering crowdfunding options that would increase

public participation and ownership. “We plan to raise

the biggest amount of party funding from the public,

via online tools or otherwise,” Thanatorn said.

However, like all other parties, Future Forward is
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barred by the junta from campaigning and has yet to

articulate a policy platform. [Khaosod English]

Meanwhile, pro-election activists have stepped up their

campaign, demanding that the military junta step

down. About 200 people gathered at the football field

on the Tha Phrachan campus of Thammasat University

on Saturday evening under the eyes of 45 policemen.

[Bangkok Post]

 

Thailand: Indictments sought in Thai

League’s match-fixing scandal

(ls) Prosecutors have been requested for indictments

for 15 men including top-flight footballers, referees

and a club director on suspicion of match-fixing in

Thailand’s top domestic league. The charges relate to

irregularities that occurred in the Toyota Thai League

from July to September last year. This is the first time

police have concluded and forwarded the results of an

investigation to prosecutors since the Professional

Sports Promotion Act came into force in 2013, marking

the first serious crackdown on cheating in Thai

football. [Bangkok Post]

 

Vietnam: New criminal code introduces

corporate criminal liability

(ls) Already on 1 January 2018, a new criminal code

came into effect in Vietnam. It introduces a number of

provisions on corporate criminal liability. The changes

are particularly significant because, under the previous

Vietnamese criminal code, only individuals could be

criminally liable. The new criminal code also

criminalizes private sector corruption, something that

was absent from Vietnam’s anti-corruption regime.

This article sums up the most important changes.

[Lexology]

 

International Relations,

Geopolitics and Security

in Asia
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South Korea: Deal on 90 Taurus missiles

signed

(dql) The South Korean Defense Ministry announced

on Tuesday that South Korea late February signed a

contract to buy 90 more Taurus long-range air-to-

ground missiles. The purchase would be in line with

the government’s weapon system acquisition program

despite eased tensions on the peninsula, an official

said Tuesday. The procurement follows a first order of

130 Taurus missiles back in 2013. Produced by

German-Swedish defense producer Taurus Systems,

the missile with a range of 500 kilometers is an

important asset of South Korea’s “Kill Chain” pre-

emptive strike systems against North Korea’s nuclear

and missile programs upon imminent threat. [Defense

News]

 

Japan-North Korea relations: Tokyo’s

policy shift

(dql) In a phone talk on Friday, Prime Minister Abe told

South Korean President Moon thathe is considering a

summit with North Korean leader Kim Jong-un.

Analysts view this policy shift away from a long

maintained hardline position on negotiations with

Pyongyang motivated by Tokyo’s wariness that it might

be left behind in the wake of easing tensions between

Pyongyang, Seoul and Washington, reflected in the

impending summit between Donald Trump and Kim

Jong-un as well as the talks between North and South

Korea. [The Mainichi]

A summit between Abe and Kim would be the first

summit between a Japanese prime minister and a

North Korean leader since Junichiro Koizumi’s meeting

with Kim’s father Kim Jong-il in Pyongyang in 2004.
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Japan: Strengthening bilateral security

cooperation against China

(dql/thn) During his six-day visit to Japan, Sri Lankan

President Maithripala Sirisena met Prime Minister Abe

on Wednesday. The two leaders agreed on promoting

bilateral cooperation on maritime security in the Indo-

Pacific region and advancing bilateral defense

exchanges, with Japan pledging to provide assistance

in capacity building for maritime law enforcement to

Sri Lanka. Abe and Sirisena also agreed on cooperation

in upgrading the Indian Ocean country's infrastructure,

such as port facilities in Colombo, to boost connectivity

in the region.

The agreements signals Japan’s efforts to bolster its

"free and open Indo-Pacific strategy" in which Sri Lanka

is viewed central in the wake of China's growing

maritime presence in Indian Ocean as the country is

located near major sea lanes. [The Mainichi]

At the same time, Japan is strengthening its military

and diplomatic presence in Southeast Asia by sending

an extra defence attaché to its embassy in Kuala

Lumpur. Japan has already sent two military officers to

embassies in the Philippines and Vietnam last year.

The appointment in Kuala Lumpur was confirmed by a

spokesman for the ministry. However, he declined to

explain Japan’s act. The appointments are being seen

as another move by Tokyo to counter Bejing’s military 

assertiveness. This concern is shared by some

governments in Southeast Asia. [South China Morning

Post]

 

China: Advancing military capabilities and

technology

(dql) China Central Television broadcasted a report

according to which over 10,000 troops traveled more

than 2,000 kilometers to arrive on Monday at army

training bases in Southwest China’s Province of Yunnan

and East China’s Province of Shandong and begin

battle training. In the reportedly largest ever trans-

regional exercise of the People's Liberation Army (PLA)

Navy Marine Corps combined diverse modes of

transport including air, water, railway and motor. The

process of multi-dimensional delivery of troops and

long-distance arrival was accompanied by battle

exercises. [Global Times]
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Meanwhile, the Chinese military released footage of

People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) drills with

jets flying low over snow-capped mountains in western

China. The head of PLAAF Western Theater Command

commented in the video, that the exercises conducted

did to not only target dummy rivals, but also serve to

acquire useful and effective combat skills. For analysts

the pictures point to country’s increased military

presence near the border with India, and indicate that

some technical hurdles to become a more effective

mountain combat force has been overcome. [South

China Morning Post]

In a related development, the Stockholm International

Peace Research Institute has ranked China the world's

fifth largest arms exporter with sales from 2013  to

2017 accounting for 5.7% of all exports (compared to

4.6% for 2008-2012). The exports increased by 38%

compared to 2008-2012. Among 48 client countries the

main are Pakistan (35% of all sales), Bangladesh (19%

of all sales), and Algeria (10% of all sales).

Among the top four countries are the USA (34% of all

exports), Russia (22% of exports), France (6.7% of all

exports) and Germany (5.8% of all exports). [Stockholm

International Peace Research Institute]

 

Will the U.S. and China challenged as

hegemons in Southeast Asia?

(hg) The U.S. and China are still the two big extra-

regional players in South East Asia. Yet, some

Southeast Asian states seem now “seeking to diversify

their strategic partnerships, beyond a binary choice

between Beijing and Washington” according to the

Council on Foreign Relations. At the same time, a

greater interest especially in India and Australia is

observed by CNBC, which, regarding India, is coming

especially from the side of Vietnam, Singapore and

Indonesia. [CNBC]

A perceived American lack of predictability and

growing protectionism on the one hand and an

increasing Chinese assertiveness notwithstanding, the

undeniable advancing interest of some ASEAN

members in fostering ties with countries such as India

or Australia has, however, other causes as well.

Arguably, it should especially not distract from the fact

that the U.S. and China are still and will remain the

undeniable heavyweights setting the pace of

geopolitical positioning.

Both countries enjoy a presence in Southeast Asia

against which those of other powers is still paling,
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especially in case of the U.S. but increasingly also for

China.

Moreover, in a shifting geopolitical environment,

amidst a fraying normative order of the international

arena, almost all Asian nations engage in more active,

differentiated diplomatic outreach in an attempt to

gain a better position in the current power game,

which, at the same time, is defined by the U.S. –

Chinese competition at heart, while leaving a lot of

space to secure a favorable position for single states as

well. Singapore is outreaching in this sense to Sri Lanka

as Japan does, while India and Vietnam are seeking

ways to entrench their common interest into viable

policies. In the last instance, most of such dynamics

are integrated though in the current emergence of new

spheres of influences centered at and defined by the

Sino – American competition.

 

China-US relations to worsen over Trump

signing Taiwan Travel Bill

(dql) In move worsening relations between Washington

and Beijing already strained over trade issues,

President Donald Trump on Friday signed the Taiwan

Travel Bill which encourages visits between U.S. and

Taiwanese officials at all levels. [Reuters]

The Chinese Embassy in Washington voiced 'strong

dissatisfaction and firm opposition' as the bill contains

clauses which seriously violates the One-China

principle as the basis of China-US relations and the

three joint communiques between China and the U.S.

[Xinhua] [Chinese Embassy Washington, in Chinese]

Meanwhile Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen and

other government officials expressed gratitude.

[Taiwan News]

 

U.S.: Can't expect India to abruptly turn

away from Russian arms supply

(hg) Admiral Harry Harris, U.S. Pacific Command,

reiterated that the U.S. cannot expect India to abruptly

stop using Russian arms and instead needs a glide

path to increase defense trade with the U.S. saying:

“Seventy per cent of their military hardware is Russian

in origin. You can't expect India to go cold turkey on

that”.
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Harris was responding to a question from Senator Tom

Cotton who asked during a hearing of the Senate

Armed Services Committee about the impact a recently

sanctions legislation directed against Russia would

have in regards of Indian – Russian defense ties. The

Senator referred to the Countering America's

Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), passed

2016 by the US Congress last summer in response to

the alleged Russian intervention in the 2016 US

presidential elections which has been used last week

for the first time to issue sanctions which have been

imposed on several entities and individuals in Russia.

The legislation allows to target also specifically

countries that continue to use Russian military

hardware and systems which, by nature, puts India, as

major consumer of Russian arms, in the scope of the

law. Admiral Harris pointed out, that India what we

present those type of countries deemed suitable for

exceptions of the harsh legislation. [Economic Times]

Meanwhile, a group of US lawmakers requested the

State Department to let any sale of the Russian S-400

air defense system leading to new punitive measures

according to CAATSA asking for a detailed analysis

on the current status of Russian S-400 talks with China,

Turkey, India, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and any other

country. [Sputnik]

The S-400 it’s one of the most advanced defense

systems of its kind whose purchase by Turkey has

caused considerable criticism from within NATO, while

an ongoing deal with India experiences unexpected

difficulties lingering on since month.

 

India: Debating defense spending

(hg) Heated debates over India’s defense spending

reflect the domestic uncertainties India experiences

while facing the emergence of a changing foreign

policy paradigm especially regarding Sino-Indian

relations.

India’s Army chief, General Bipin Rawat, has recently

even praised his main adversary China recommending

to take it as a model to increase military expenditure

while providing an enabling environment for economic

growth. [Daily O] 

The remark represents expressive criticism that India

would not invest enough in its armed forces,

prompting some observers to draw interesting

parallels.
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Prakash Katoch, a retired Lieut. Gen. from the Indian

Army’s special forces, as interestingly pointed at the

moment when General Charles de Gaulle became the

French president in 1959, a moment when France was

militarily weak and the De Gaulle, who came to power

in a context shaped by the Algerian war and coup-like

actions against the government, ensured that the

French defense budget remained greater than 2% of

GDP, sometimes touching 5%. This, so the Indian

general, resulted in France emerging as a militarily

strong power with a current military expenditure of

6.2% of its GDP, while India need only a sustained

defense allocation of 3-5% of GDP for the present and

coming years, in addition to allocations catering for

inflation and associated expenditures. [Asia Times] 

Others point in the opposite direction, highlighting

numbers provided by the highly reputed Stockholm

International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) according

to which India was the largest importer of major arms

in the past five years, single-handedly buying 12 per

cent of the global total with an increase of arms

imports of 24 per cent in the past five years compared

with previous five years, while Pakistan’s arms imports

have decreased by 36 per cent. Moreover, India has

been the largest arms purchaser in the world not only

for the past five years, but also from the beginning of

this century having bought arms worth $46.8 billion

compared with China’s $35 billion. The major

beneficiaries of the increased arms import, in the

meanwhile, American manufactures with India´s arms

imports from the US having increased more than five

times over the past five years. [Daily O]

Beyond sheer spending, there are also other factors

that have to be taken in account when it comes to

military efficiency. There has be enough new blood

entering the military service (see the report below but

there is also massive across-the-board corruption and

nearly 30% of the indigenous defense equipment is

substandard and has artificially inflated costs. [Asia

Times]

 

India: Compulsory five-year military

service for every new civil servant?

(hg) The Parliamentary Committee on Defence

reportedly recommended five years of compulsory

military service for anyone who wants subsequent

employment with state or central government which

could achieve firstly to overcome acute shortages in

officer ranks especially of the army and might secondly
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contribute to instill an inherent discipline in the civil

services.

Currently, the army alone is short of over 7,000 officers

and over 20,000 men, air force has a shortage of nearly

150 officers and over 15,000 men, and the navy is

short of 150 officers and nearly 15,000 men. [India

Today]

 

Offering Niceties? Chinese Signals to India

and annual Sino – Indian military exercise

resuming

(hg) One more time, Chinese officials have send out

reconciliatory signals to India, albeit on a lower level,

when the Chinese Consul in Kolkata called for greater

interactions between China and India on the cultural

front, referring to both countries’ thousands of years

old ties. [Economic Times]

Similar approaches have been made on several

occasions. They seem, however, not to be taken for

signs of a changing trend in terms of grand strategy

but rather as bids in an attempt to buy time.

Meanwhile, after an interruption to the country´s

border clashes last year, the annual India-China

military exercise will resume with Indian Army Chief

GenBipin Rawat saying the sour relationships last year

were now improving. [Times of India]

 

Is India losing ground in Iran?

(hg) After India, Iran and Afghanistan have signed a

trilateral agreement to jointly develop the Iranian

Chabahar port in 2016 the first phase of the project

having been launched for some months ago, Iran has

now surprisingly invited China and Pakistan to also

participate in the project. [Times of Asia] 

The move comes just after India and Iran have signed

nine pacts, including the lease of Chabahar port, near

the mouth of the Gulf of Oman. The project was meant

to give India access to Afghanistan where India is

strongly engaged but also link it better to energy-rich

Central Asia as Pakistan does not allow overland

access. [Nikkei Asian Review]

Although being completely at odds with the Indian

strategic calculus that is driven by the Indian –

Pakistani and Indian – Chinese rivalry, India has
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commented the move moderately, saying it would be

the prerogative of the government of the Islamic

Republic of Iran to choose its partners for the

development of infrastructure facilities. [Times of India

1] 

Indian - Iranian relations are basically positive,

reflecting both sides´ specific strategic opportunities

but have also encountered certain backlashes and not

developed in greater depth, with especially the Iranian-

Indian energy ties having been relegated to second

place after a stalemate over an Iranian natural gas

field that India had hoped to develop without much

success it began moving away from the project last

year and decreasing its oil imports from Iran. [Al

Monitor] 

The recent Iranian openness for investments of India´s

main adversaries in the project of significant symbolic

and strategic value for India means thus something.

On the one hand, India’s positive relations with Iran

might be one of the potential stumbling blocks for the

currently deepening U.S. – Indian relations.

Moreover, very practical, India had to pay dearly for

unilateral U.S. sanctions Iranian oil exports from 2012

to 2014, which also contributed to a more diversified

Indian energy policy. [Al Monitor]

It might be speculated, that recent U.S. pressure on the

Iranian leadership increased the pressure to look for

natural allies regarding the ongoing conflicts with

Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the US.

Notably, at the same time, influential US Pacific

Command Commander Admiral Harry Harris reiterates

once more that India is the “biggest strategic

opportunity” for the US with both democracies being

natural partners on a range of political, economic, and

security issues. For Indian – Israeli defense ties see

below. [Times of India 2]

On the other side, China is cementing its position as

Iran's top trade partner with the bilateral non-oil trade

having grown around 18% compared with last year as

to February [Financial Tribune] and is advancing also

as the major infrastructure project partner. China has

just recently announced its interest in building a

railway link between Armenia and Iran, which would

provide for the shortest transportation route from the

Black Sea to the Persian Gulf and establish a major

commodities transit corridor between Europe and the

Persian Gulf. [Arka] Last week it also signed a US$700

million deal with Tehran to build a train line connecting

the Iranian port of Bushehr, Iran's second biggest port
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after Bandar Abbas, to the rest of the country's railway

network, linking especially the Gulf port and the

southern city of Shiraz to complete the “North-South

Railway Corridor” in line with Iran's goal of becoming a

transport hub for goods between the Gulf, the Indian

subcontinent, Russia and Central Asia. [The Strait

Times] Moreover, Iran Air has now signed an

agreement with an unnamed Chinese company over

the funding of its badly needed plane purchase

campaign from Airbus and Boeing. [Press TV] Against

this background, Iranian First Vice-President Es’hagh

Jahangiri has just ordered the Iranian foreign ministry

to draft the plan for expanding bilateral trade and

economy ties between Iran and China. [Mehr News]

If China, Iran and Turkey are really forming a new axis

as former White House chief strategist and

ousted executive chairman at the alt-right Breitbart

News Steve Bannon claimed some weeks ago or not

[Ahval News], China does offer an increasingly

important partnership to Iran which, under the current

conditions, might appear more promising to Tehran

than those with India, if tough decisions are about to

make.

 

Israel´s biggest weapons customer: India

and Vietnam

(hg) Israel - as the world´s fifth largest arms supplier

following the US, Russia, France and Germany – is

delivering most of its arms to India for which Israel is

the second largest source of arms, lagging far behind

Russia, still significantly ahead of both France and the

US.

According to the database, Vietnam is Israel’s second

largest customer, having purchased $142m. in arms in

2017, making Israel its second largest arms supplier,

after Russia. [The Jerusalem Post]

 

Nepal’s orientation away from India

(hg) With the newly elected President Bhandari from

the left alliance, the country is in firm leftist hands.

Soon it will elect also a vice-president and last Sunday,

Nepal’s recently elected Prime Minister K P Oli has

gained a remarkable vote of confidence with a two-

thirds majority in Parliament (208 votes out of 268).

[Asia Times]

http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-oihljtk-l-uu/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-oihljtk-l-uu/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-oihljtk-l-ol/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-oihljtk-l-or/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-oihljtk-l-oy/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-oihljtk-l-oj/
http://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-oihljtk-l-ot/


Against this background, the old hegemon India is

rapidly losing ground in Nepal, which is increasingly

opening up to China. Unclear is only how much space

India will lose, China will gain and what the impact is

these developments on the regional order will have.

A breaking point for the special relations between

India and Nepal was the 2015-16 blockade of the

Indian-Nepali border after Nepal had promulgated a

new constitution to the Indian displeasure. The new

Socialist government of Prime Minister Oli in

Kathmandu would only gain from serving the ensuing

bitterness and the recent visit of Pakistan’s Prime

Minister - the first foreign head of government to visit

Nepal after Oli assumed office - only adds to Nepal’s

increasing openness to China. Indian attempts to

better relations to Nepal were too insignificant and

came too late as Biswas Baral points out in The

Diplomat. [The Diplomat] [Asia Times]

Oli’s willingness to cooperate with both China and

Pakistan poses a serious strategic challenge to Delhi

while another friend, Iran, seems to also opening to

India’s adversaries.

 

Indian army chief accuses Bangladesh of

border subversion causes concern

(hg) General Bipin Rawat remarks on a “planned” influx

of people from Bangladesh into the northeast of India

was have caused serious taking place as part of proxy

warfare by Pakistan, aided by China and Bangladesh

have caused concerns in Dhaka. They surprise in an

election year with Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina-led

Awami League (AL) government counting as India’s

“most dependable ally” in the region as an observer

noted. It is this incumbent government which is the

pro-Indian political force in the country while the

opposition parties, the BNP included, foster relations

with India’s rivals indeed. Moreover, both countries

have well co-operated in in tackling terrorism and

insurgency, contributing to better cross-border

relations which had been difficult overtimes. [The Wire]

The general’s remarks might not lead to an escalating

deterioration of bilateral relations but are posing

significant domestic issues in both countries. They are

putting the Bangladeshi government under certain

pressure to explain its foreign policy preferences in an

election year and reinforce the observation that the

Indian army chief is taking a particular independent

and visible public posture. His comments come in a

time when India is facing unprecedented shifts in its
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immediate strategic neighborhood but possibly also

affect inter-faith relations as he lashed out also at the

domestic Muslim community´s All India United

Democratic Front (AIUDF) as a part of the alleged

‘proxy war conspiracy’.

Accusations of a proxy war have been prominently

made also in Indonesia where former Indonesian army

chief General Gatot managed to use an – albeit much

more entrenched - proxy war campaign to increase his

and the military´s clouts since 2015. India has,

however, no tradition of military government but a

strong civilian Prime Minister. 

 

Maldives crisis: Pressure, appeasement

and an international turning point?

(hg) Against the background of the ongoing political

crisis in the Maldives, the parliament of European

Union has passed a resolution to call on the Maldives

government to “respect and fully support the right to

protest, freedom of expression including access to

social media), association and assembly, and freedom

of conscience and freedom of religion and belief,

irrespective of the majority religion,” as well as to

"ensure that the Human Rights Commission of the

Maldives, the National Integrity Commission and the

electoral commissions can operate independently and

without government interference”. [Avas 1] The

Maldives' Fatwa Majlis, the national religious advisory

body has now dismissed the resolution as a threat of

the Islamic faith of the archipelago. [Avas 2]

Earlier, the EU, in addition to some of its member

states such as Germany and the United Kingdom, had

also raised concerns over the crisis, having called on

Maldivian institutions to “lift immediately the state of

emergency and restore all constitutionally guaranteed

rights” and warned that if the current situation failed to

improve, targeted measures might be considered. As

the EU is the Maldives’ largest export partner and the

EU member states strongly contribute to the Maldives’

tourism industry, the pressure is significant. [The

Diplomat]

Interestingly, the Maldivian government earlier last

week has send out surprising signal of appeasement to

India stating: “We have an India first policy and we

believe that India is the big brother in the region, not

China.” The statement was made by the Minister of

Fisheries and Agriculture in the presence of other

senior Maldivian ministers, including the Ministers of

Economic development, the Minister of Legal Affairs,
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and the Minister of Tourism at the President's office on

occasion of the first international press conference

hosted by the island nation this year. The minister also

declared that “no matter what anybody says or

suggests”, the Maldives will not be militarized by China.

[18 News] 

Given the entrenched alliance between the

government and China this is a surprising move that is

not much reported yet. If it comes too late and how it

has been coordinated remains unclear yet.

 

Bangladesh: The hopeless Rohingya

refugee situation

(hg) A report on an example for the daily crime and

violence in form of gang fights in Bangladesh´s

Rohingya refugee camps can be found at Mizzima. It

highlights once more the worsening situation of

depravation, despair and misuse of and among the

almost 1 million interned in these camps. [Mizzima 1]

Meanwhile, despite some more positive government

responses in Dhaka [Mizzima 2] Bangladesh finance

minister has accused Myanmar of obstructing efforts

to repatriate roughly 750,000 Rohingya refugees to

their country of origin despite the repatriation deal

signed between Myanmar and Bangladesh in

November last year. He accused Myanmar to refuse to

take back greater numbers of refugees, who on the

other side would refuse to return as long as a would

have to fear for their lives, adding “[t]hey (Myanmar)

are absolute evil”. [Mizzima 2] [Mizzima 3]

The head of an UN fact-finding mission denied visas by

Myanmar and a special envoy on human rights in

Myanmar who has been blocked from visiting the

country, both spoke in Geneva on Monday with

Yanghee Lee, the envoy, saying the atrocities in

Myanmar would “bear the hallmarks of genocide”. [The

Daily Star 1]

Especially some thousands Rohingya refugees living in

a no man's land between the borders who were

among the first to flee Myanmar in the wake of a

military crackdown on the Muslim minority August last

year refused to return to Myanmar without guarantees

of citizenship and security. [Mizzima 4]

In fact, Myanmar has indeed only verified 374

Rohingya Muslim refugees for possible repatriation

from Bangladesh out of a first list with 8,032 refugees

provided by the Bangladesh government as the first

batch to repatriate. The Myanmar authorities refused
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others, because some documents did not include

fingerprints and individual photographs and were

therefore “not in line with our agreement” as a

Burmese police Brigadier-General commented, adding

that Myanmar had found three "terrorists" among the

people Bangladesh was proposing for repatriation.

[The Daily Star 1]

According to an UN Special Adviser on the Prevention

of Genocide and on the Responsibility to Protect the

majority of the Rohingyas wants to return to Myanmar,

but only when they are able to do so in safety, dignity

and with access to the basic rights including

citizenship. “So far, the Myanmar authorities have

shown no genuine efforts to allow this. In fact,

refugees continue to cross the border.” [The Daily Star

2]

Given the situation as it looks, UN agencies and

Bangladesh government have assessed the need for

$950 million fund to run relief operations in Rohingya

camps for another 10 months with the monsoon soon

arriving putting nearly 100,000 refugees at risk of

floods and landslide.

The Rohingya camps are concentrated in southern part

of the country that records the highest rainfall usually

beginning in April and fall heaviest in July, causing the

need to relocate those living in high-risk areas to safer

zones. [Arab News]

 

Bangladesh asks Myanmar to

immediately pull back troops from border

(hg) Dhaka has requested Myanmar to immediately

pull back its security forces and heavy weapons from

the border near to a camp in no-man´s land, housing

thousands of Rohingya refugees summoning

Myanmar's envoy to conveyed its “concerns” over the

“military build-up” and possibly ensuing escalating

tensions on the border. [Mizzima]

 

Myanmar/international community: UN

adviser on genocide on international

failure to protect Rohingya from atrocities

in Myanmar

(hg) According to the responsible UN Secretary-

General's Special Adviser on the Prevention of

Genocide and on the Responsibility to Protect, Adama
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Dieng, the international community, including the UN,

has failed to protect the Rohingyas in Myanmar´s

Rakhine state where they faced atrocities amounting to

international crimes. “Despite the numerous warnings I

have made of the risk of atrocity crimes, the

international community has buried its head in the

sand. This has cost the Rohingya population of

Myanmar their lives, their dignity and their homes,” he

said. “We all have failed. This is a collective failure.”

Continuing: “Let us be clear: international crimes were

committed in Myanmar. Rohingya Muslims have been

killed, tortured, burnt alive and humiliated, solely

because of who they are,” and: “All the information I

have received indicates that the intent of the

perpetrators was to cleanse northern Rakhine state of

their existence, possibly even to destroy the Rohingya

as such, which, if proven, would constitute the crime of

genocide.” [The Daily Star]

According to the Framework of Analysis for Atrocity

Crimes prepared by UN in 2014, the term “atrocity

crimes” Dieng used to assess the situation refers to

three legally-defined international crimes: genocide,

crimes against humanity and war crimes. The UN

Secretary-General's Special Advisers on the Prevention

of Genocide and on the Responsibility to Protect have

a complementary mandate to work together to

advance national and international efforts to protect

populations from these crimes and their

incitement. Dieng said the UN might collect evidence of

genocide through a judicial investigation now: “The

judicial commission can make a legal determination

and say what happened is genocide in Rakhine” urging

the international community, in particular the United

Nations Security Council (UNSC), to consider different

“accountability options”. Given that Myanmar is no

party to the Rome Statute, the ICC Treaty, he also

reiterated that Sudan and Libya had also not been

state parties to the convention whereas the

international crimes committed in these countries

were referred to the ICC by the UN Security Council.

[The Daily Star]

 

Australia-ASEAN summit in Sydney

reinforcing regional relations

(ls) Australia is hosting a special summit with ASEAN

countries in Sydney this weekend, demonstrating close

regional ties with Southeast Asia. Every ASEAN leader,

with the exception of Philippines President Rodrigo

Duterte, will attend the Australia-led summit. ASEAN is

seen as a possible counterweight to the growing

economic, military and strategic influence of China, in
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particular regarding overlapping territorial claims in

the South China Sea. The focus of the summit is mainly

on increasing trade and business links, as well as

combating the regional threat of terrorism. However,

rights groups warned Australia against “dancing with

dictators” and urged to raise the issue of human rights

abuses across the region. [The Guardian]

Indonesian President Joko Widodo wants Australia to

become a full member of ASEAN, ssertive on Friday he

is keen on Canberra playing a bigger regional role in

defence, trade and security matters. “I think it’s a good

idea,” Widodo told the Sydney Morning Herald. It is the

first time an Indonesian president has endorsed the

concept. [Straits Times]

In an analysis of Austro-ASEAN relations, Anthony

Milner points to particular challenges. He argues that

the Australian government will struggle to maintain its

priority on ASEAN, and that, vice-versa, Australia is less

attractive for ASEAN as it once was. Moreover, he holds

that it might be difficult for Australia to recognize and

navigate differences between ASEAN and Australian

policy objectives as well as political cultures. [East Asia

Forum]

Australia has tied itself closer to Southeast Asia also by

joining the new Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP-11)

which was signed in Santiago de Chile last week. The

ASEAN countries joining TPP-11 are Brunei, Malaysia,

Singapore and Vietnam. Five Asian economies – South

Korea, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines and Taiwan

–  have expressed interest to join as well. [Nikkei Asian

Review]
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Fascism in Indonesian politics
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(ls) The main rival of current Indonesian president Joko

Widodo in next year’s elections will likely be Prabowo

Subianto. He is the former Commander of the Army

Strategic Reserve Command and was presidential

candidate in the 2014 elections. Moreover, he is the

former son-in-law of Muhammad Suharto who ruled

the country between 1966 and 1998. Subianto appears

at party rallies on horseback dressed like Mussolini,

and once told a foreign journalist that he favoured a

“benign authoritarian regime”. Against this

background, a group of authors examine the seeds of

fascism in Indonesian politics and the rise of Islamic

populism. They hold that the marginalization and

subsequent resurgence of Islam, and a growing

militarism in everyday life, has produced a condition

whereby right-wing populism now arises as a new style

of fascism. Moreover, they point to neoliberal

developmentalism that worsened inequalities and

heightened rural resistance and agrarian conflicts as

another influential factor. [Open Democracy]

50 years after My Lai: Lessons (to be)

learned

(ls) 16 March 2018 marks the 50th anniversary of the

My Lai massacre in the Vietnam war. On 16 March

1968, US soldiers landed on the northeastern coast of

South Vietnam with instructions to launch an assault

against Viet Cong fighters. Instead, the troops

butchered women, elderly men and children, cutting

off hands, slitting throats and murdering villagers with

gunfire and grenades. This article revisits the events

and asks which lessons could be learned from them.

[Deutsche Welle]
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