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China’s anti-corruption campaign:

‘Godfather’ of Chinese coal mining town

sentenced to death bribery

(dql) An Intermediate People’s Court on Wednesday

sentenced Zhang Zhongsheng, former mayor of the

city of Luliang in the poverty stricken, coal rich

province of Shanxi, to death. The court found Zhang,

dubbed ‘godfather’ due to his power and influence in

Luliang, guilty of ‘extreme’ greed accepting bribes

amounting to more than 160 million USD over a span

of 16 years in return for help in obtaining project

approvals and coal resources. [South China Morning

Post] The sentencing, hailed by party aligned

newspaper Global Times for signaling that the Party’s

‘long lasting, arduous and complicated, but ceaseless’

anti-corruption is ‘gathering unstoppable momentum’

[Global Times], comes a week after the National

People’s Congress approved the Supervision Law

granting anti-corruption enforcement bodies far-

reaching investigative and prosecutorial powers

including detaining and interrogation suspects for up

to six months without charge and guaranteed access

to lawyers. [Global Compliance News] [Xinhua for the

text of the law in Chinese]. Amnesty International has

criticized the law as a ‘systematic threat to human

rights in China’ for creating ‘a parallel system solely run

by the Chinese Communist Party with no outside

checks and balances’. [Amnesty International]

 

China: Specialized court for finance to be

established

(dql) After a meeting on Wednesday, chaired by

President Xi Jinping, the Communist Party’s Leading

Group for Comprehensively Deepening Reforms made

public its decision to set up a specialized court for

finance in Shanghai, in an attempt to strengthen the

finance-sector related judiciary. While details of the
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court remained undisclosed, it is expected that the

new institution will play a role in punishing

unscrupulous institutions and individuals for financial

crimes and reinforcing Shanghai’s transformation into

an international financial center. [South China Morning

Post]

At the same day, Wu Xiaohui, former chairman of

financial of Chinese giant conglomerate Anbang

Insurance Group went on trial on Wednesday in one of

China’s biggest financial crimes trials. Wu was charged

with fundraising fraud and embezzlement, involving

more than 10 billion USD, and pleaded guilty asking

the court for leniency. [The Diplomat]

In a related development, Liu He, China’s newly elected

vice-premier in charge of economic policies and

financial issues, on Wednesday called on China’s

regulators to make risk prevention in the country’s

financial sector their top priority. [Reuters]

 

Catholic Church in China: Uncertainties

about bishop appointments

(dql) Only a day after state-run newspaper Global

Times reported on a deal on bishop appointments in

China between China and the Vatican to be possibly

signed over Easter, citing the secretary-general of the

Bishops Conference of the Catholic Church in China

[Global Times], Vatican spokesman Greg Burke denied

such an immiment agreement, confirming only that

both sides are in constant communication. 

The Vatican and China, where 12

million Catholics are split between followers of the

state's Catholic Patriotic Association, which operates

independently of the Pope, and an underground

community loyal to the Vatican, resumed negotiations

three years ago. Ever since then, the issue of the

appointment of the bishops has been the stumbling

block preventing an agreement.

According to a source familiar with the matter, under

the agreement in question the Vatican would be ready

to recognize seven bishops chosen by the Chinese

government. In return Beijing would accept the pope’s

authority as head of the Catholic Church in China.

Among those seven bishops are two who were

excommunicated after being ordained without Vatican

approval. [Catholic Herald] [South China Morning Post]

The deal, widely viewed as a the decisive step leading

up to the eventual resumption of diplomatic relations

between the Holy See and Beijing after a breach of
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almost seven decades, has raised concerns and critics

among underground worshippers and critics of a

rapprochement between the Vatican and China amid

developments of tightened government control over

religious affairs in the past years. Vocal Hong Kong-

based Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-kiun repeatedly warned

against the agreement and denounced the Church of

“selling out” the underground worshippers to China.

[La Croix International]

The contradicting statements on the status of the deal

come days after Chinese police had detained Vincent

Guo Xijin, an underground bishop, for one day before

releasing him on Wednesday. As part of preparations

for the agreement, Guo was recently asked by the

Vatican to make way for excommunicated, government

recognised  Bishop Vincent Zhan Silu and to accept

demotion to become an auxiliary bishop. [Catholic

News Agency]

 

Japan: Diet testimony exonerates Prime

Minister Abe in land sale scandal

(dql) Former Finance Ministry Financial Bureau chief

Nobuhisa Sagawa’s much-anticipated Tuesday sworn

testimony at the Diet exonerated Prime Minister Abe

as Sagawa categorically denied Abe’s involvement in

the alterations in the documents in the context of the

cronyism-centered Moritomo Gakuen land sale scandal

on which AiR reported [AiR 2/3/2018]. He also denied

Abe’s influence in the procedures leading up the sale.

[Mainichi]

Abe has come under pressure over this scandal and is

facing plummeting approval ratings and even

resignation demands endangering his bid for a third

term as president of the Liberal Democratic Party. In a

recent opinion survey, 48% of the respondents believe

that Abe and his government should stop down over

the scandal while 32% view such a move not

necessary. [Reuters]

To the anger of opposition lawmakers who suspects

that possibly Finance Minister Taro Aso or aides close

to Abe are involved in the forgery of the documents,

the testimony, however, failed to bring progress in the

investigation, as Sagawa, citing possible prosecution,

repeatedly left key questions about the masterminds

and the purpose of the document forgery answered.

[The Japan Times]

The scandal also overshadowed the annual convention

of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) held on

Sunday at which Abe, following a deep bow and
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apology for an ongoing scandal, reasserted his pledge

to revise the postwar Constitution aimed at rectifying

its perceived incompatibility with the country’s Self-

Defense Forces. [Asahi Shimbun]

 

South Korea: Constitutional revision bill

submitted to parliament

(dql) Defying protests by the opposition, President

Moon Jae-in on Monday submitted to the National

Assembly his constitutional revision bill following its

approval by the cabinet earlier the same. The bill

centers on reforming the country's presidential system

and strengthening people's basic rights. AiR reported

on details of the bill [Air 4/3/3018].

The parliament is now called on to put the bill to a vote

within 60 days and to decide on whether to discard it

or hold a referendum. The Constitution was last

amended in 1987. [Korea Times]

 

South Korea: Update on investigations on

wrongdoings of former Presidents Lee and

Park 

(dql) Former President Lee Myung-bak will remain in

custody until April 10 for further investigation into

corruption allegations against him. Approving a

request of the prosecutors, the Seoul Central District

Court on Thursday has extended the detention period

for 10 days after the expiration of the first arrest

period on Friday. Lee was arrested March 22 on 12

charges, including bribery amounting to 10 million USD

and embezzlement of more than 30 million USD.

[Korea Herald]

Meanwhile, the prosecution indicted four aides of

former President Park Geun-hye for altering the time

log of the report on the sinking of a ferry in 2014, in a

obvious attempt to cover up the handling of the

disaster in which more than 300 passengers and crew

members died. [Yonhap] The prosecutors also

suspected that Park may have ordered the changes,

but evidence to prove her involvement in altering the

documents could not be found. [Korea Times]
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Law and Politics in

South Asia 

 

 

Indian opposition´s disapproval of Chief

Justice

(hg) India's Chief Justice has come under huge pressure

which reached a climax when the second senior-most

judge in the Supreme Court accused the top judge in

an open letter together with some colleagues in an

unprecedented move in January this year, that

important cases were “assigned by the Chief Justice of

this court selectively to benches 'of their preference'

without rational basis”.

Now, a group of opposition MPs has collected

signatures to move a motion for the removal of Chief

Justice of India for allegation of abuse of power.

The move is largely symbolic though, as the opposition

party MPs won’t be successful in getting the motion

through with the necessary two-third majority in both

the Houses. Even if they would succeed to so against

all arithmetics, they would still not be able to reach

closure of the process before the Chief Justice retires

in October.

In India, a judge can be removed by the legislature on

grounds of serious incapacity or misbehavior in a a

tedious process that has so far not led to a single

success. There are a handful of cases in which the

move to remove a judge eventually failed, sometimes

as the said judges resigned from office. Reasons for

seeking removal were extravagant public spendings on

the judge´s residence in one case, charges of

corruption, land grabbing and abuse of judicial office in

another or allegations of interference in the judicial

process, caste slurs and death threat against a Dalit

junior judge for instance.



The present move is significant as it is not at all only

politically motivated but resounding very serious

allegations against the Chief Justice of India pointing at

a pillar of the constitutional fabric. [First post]

 

India: Supreme court transparency

(hg) The Supreme Court (SC) has now sought the

opinion of the attorney general on the issue of video

recording or live streaming of judicial proceedings of

cases which have constitutional and national

importance. In a related bid to bring in transparency,

the SC had last year allowed the installation of CCTV

recording with audio in state trial courts. [Times of

India]

 

India: private law reform - family law,

Muslim family law under scrutiny

(hg) India is working on the possibility of introducing a

uniform civil code which is a difficult issue insofar as

currently the constitution allows most religions to

regulate personhood matters such as marriage,

divorce and inheritance through their own laws. [India

Today]

Meanwhile, the Supreme Court accepted to hear

petitions challenging the constitutional validity of key

elements of Islamic family law including polygamy and

divorce rules. [Live Law]

 

India: private law reform - family law,

Muslim family law under scrutiny

(hg) India is working on the possibility of introducing a

uniform civil code which is a difficult issue insofar as

currently the constitution allows most religions to

regulate personhood matters such as marriage,

divorce and inheritance through their own laws. [India

Today]

Meanwhile, the Supreme Court accepted to hear

petitions challenging the constitutional validity of key

elements of Islamic family law including polygamy and

divorce rules. [Live Law]
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India and France signing confidentiality

agreement amid alleged irregularities of

arms deal 

(hg) India and France have signed an agreement on

protecting classified data March 10, 2018, replacing an

earlier agreement which is significant in the backdrop

of alleged irregularities concerning the purchase of 36

Rafale fighter jets from France. While the opposition

demands details of the deal, the government insists it

cannot reveal the price of the fighter jets in the interest

of national security and because of the confidentiality

agreement. [Economic Times]

 

Pakistan: media freedom under pressure

(hg) Two articles highlight the dire situation of media

freedom and Pakistan countering an assessment of

Reporters Without Borders (RSF) from April 2017

according to which “the Pakistani media are regarded

as among the freest in Asia but are targeted by

extremist groups, Islamist organizations, and state

intelligence agencies, all of which are on RSF’s list of

Predators of Press Freedom”. In fact, the strategic use

of violence and the widespread culture of self-

censorship seem to ensure that important events

simply remain in a complete silence of non-reporting

that is only disturbed by social media activity. [The

Diplomat] [Vox]

 

Bangladesh: Invoking the ghost of the

past amid a climate of hatred

(hg) On occasion of the country’s national day,

Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina

unveiled how much the country´s bloody past is still

present. Addressing the opposition, she urged that the

people of the country need to punish those who still

love Pakistan as a matter of national survival. Turning

to the roots of the family feud with her rival ex-Prime

Minister Khaleda Zia and the nascent days of the

Bangladeshi nation, she claimed that the assassination

of founder and first President Sheikh Mujibur Rahman

(Mujeeb) - Hasina´s father - in 1975 has affected

Bangladesh greatly. At the same time, Hasina termed

her father´s rival Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)

founder Ziaur Rehman and his wife Khaleda Zia,

Hasina´s arch enemy, as ‘lovers of Pakistan’, thus

traitors, saying the duo had grabbed power after the
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killing of her father Sheikh Mujeeb. According to

Hasina, the country´s entire history has changed after

the 1975 assassination as the rival BNP tried to make

the people forget the events of the 1971 independence

war: “They were implementing the agenda of the

Pakistani forces,”. With these remarks, Sheikh Hasina

underlined once more how much national history and

personal hatred are interwoven in Bangladesh’s

present constitutional politics, and how deep and

irreconcilable the national divide is. [Tribune]

 

Bangladesh: German think tank report

becomes political issue

(hg) The Bertelsmann Stiftung, a German-based think-

tank, has conducted a cross-country study, its

“Transformation Index 2018” on the quality of

democracy, governance and market Economy of 129

countries covering also Bangladesh. The report

categorizes 58 countries as autocracies and 71 as

democracies while seeing Bangladesh as one of five

countries having transformed into “new autocracies”

besides Lebanon, Mozambique, Nicaragua and

Uganda. [Daily Star]

Welcomed by the BNP opposition, the country´s

governing Awami League has dismissed the

classification which would be out of touch with reality,

claiming those behind the report wanted to obstruct

the country’s development. [bd news] [DW]

Irrespective the general problems with broad-brushed

pictures of complex realities, the report seems to

accurately capture a trend of a deeply divided society

with mounting repressive structures, serious potentials

of political violence and a situation in which the ruling

party cracks down relentlessly on an opposition. The

categorization of ‘new autocracy’ is problematic insofar

as it might divert attention from the fact that the

country´s destructive trajectories are unfolding since

its early beginnings with both major parties, AL and

BNP, having frequently played an ugly role.

 

Bangladesh high court: National anthem

in madrasas

(hg) In context of nationwide competitions of the

national anthem at educational institutions,

representatives of madrasas had claimed before a

court that Sharia would not allow any music

competition. The court found it unacceptable that
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students of madrasas would not sing the national

anthem and dismissed the petition.[bd news]

 

Sri Lanka: Constitutional politics in

motion

(hg) After the local government elections and with

forthcoming provincial, presidential, and parliamentary

elections beginning the end of next year, three political

forces are defining an increasingly dynamic national

power struggle in Sri Lanka, led by three prominent

politicians, President Maithripala Sirisena, Prime

Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe and ex-President

Mahinda Rajapaksa.

For two detailed assessments of the current state of Sri

Lankan politics see [Sunday Observer] and [Indian

Express].

Two developments are dominating at present. First,

the ‘unity government’ of President Sirisena and Prime

Minister Wickremasinghe is in a serious crisis for the

past weeks with deep divisions between President and

Prime Minister pushing the entire government into a

state of paralysis amidst notions of political scandal.

[Indian Express]

Now, President Sirisena has reduced Prime Minister

Wickremesinghe´s responsibilities by moving the

Central Bank and the Stock Exchange Commission

(SEC) that were under the Premier who also heads the

National Policies and Economic Affairs Ministry to the

Ministry of Finance. The President also abolished the

Cabinet Committee on Economic Management (CCEM)

headed by the Prime Minister and re-assigned several

other institutions that were under the National Policies

and Economic Affairs Ministry including the National

Youth Council, National Youth Corps, National Youth

Awards Authority, Public Utilities Commission,

Department of Project Management & Monitoring,

Employees Trust Fund, and several others. [Colombo

Page]

Second, Sri Lanka’s former strongman Rajapaksa is

back in the political arena with realistic chances to

return to power. Due to constitutional constraints

unable to contest Presidential elections, he will

probably try to become an all-powerful Prime Minister

such as Vladimir Putin did a few years ago. A

Rajapaksa-led government would mean a U-turn in

terms of policies including also the country´s even

greater opening to China. [Indian Express]
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The recent communal violence against the Muslim

minority population in Kandy is suspected to be

somehow linked with the national power struggle. The

Law and Order Minister said violence in Kandy was

“well organized” pointing at an involvement of

Rajapaksa´s new party, Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna

(SLPP), that scored a huge victory in the recent local

elections. [Al Jazeera]

 

Sri Lanka: After the violence (I)

(hg) After the Anti-Muslim violence is over and the

nationwide state of emergency lifted, social and

religious problems have only intensified with two

persons killed, more than 20 mosques having been

attacked, 465 houses, vehicles and businesses having

been destroyed or damaged. [UCA News]

Violence broke out after a Sinhalese truck driver was

killed by four Muslim youths causing Sinhalese

Buddhist mobs to cause havoc which happened mostly

during a curfew with the police being accused to not

have interfered. [UCA News] 

Buddhists make up about 70 percent of Sri Lanka's 21

million people. Tamils, most of whom are Hindu,

account for 13 percent, while Muslims make up about

9 percent of the population. [Al Jazeera]

The Terrorist Investigation Division has meanwhile

arrested 161 people including leaders of Buddhist

extremist organizations and few also of the major

opposition party while the responsible district

secretariat in Kandy has paid compensation to victims

of violence - around US$3,200 for a damaged house as

well as for the two victims´ families.

While temporary restrictions on social media have

been lifted, Sri Lanka plans now to clamp down on

hate speech by enacting laws and setting up an

institution to monitor social media and censor

inflammatory postings. [UCA News]

Besides Buddhist extremist organizations, ex –

President Rajapaksa’s party is also suspected by its

political enemies to have contributed to the outbreak

which is reminiscent of the anti-Muslim media

campaign during the end Rajapaksa’s regime when

rumors were spread that Muslims were planning to

take control of Sri Lanka with global Islamic forces such

as Islamic State. [UCA News]

For more detailed accounts on the background of anti-

Muslim violence in Sri Lanka see [National Herald
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India] and [Eurasia Review].

 

Sri Lanka's disappeared persons: After the

violence (II)

(hg) Nine years after Sri Lanka's 26-year long bloody

civil war finished, tens of thousands of Tamils have to

deal with the consequences of the disappearance of

around 100,000 disappeared according to Amnesty

International representing a practice that has been

described as systematical and on a massive scale by a

UN team. [ITV]

 

Law and Politics in

Southeast Asia 

 

 

Cambodia: Opposition remains

dysfunctional ahead of elections

(ls) Former Cambodian opposition leader Kem Sokha is

to remain in jail while awaiting his trial after the Appeal

Court on Tuesday upheld the decision of the Phnom

Penh Municipal Court to extend his pre-trial detention

by an additional six months. Sokha, ex-leader of the

now defunct Cambodia’s National Rescue Party (CNRP),

was arrested in September 2017 and later charged

with treason. [Channel News Asia]

The dissolution of the CNRP will not be discussed in

meetings between Prime Minister Hun Sen and

Japanese Foreign Affairs Minister Taro Kono next week.

Japan has continued to support the upcoming national

elections even as other democratic countries have

pulled back assistance after the forced dissolution of
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the CNRP. CPG Senior Research Fellow Paul Chambers

stated that, currently, any pressure from Japan

regarding democracy and human rights in Cambodia is

unlikely, suspecting that Japan might still hope that the

political situation could be improved between now and

the July election. [Phnom Penh Post]

In a piece for the New Mandala, Michael Sullivan

analyzes the influence of international actors on

Cambodian politics since the 1990s. He argues that in

1997–98 Hun Sen and his regime were not held

accountable for a bloody coup and that the

international community legitimized flawed

parliamentary elections, the outcome of which

continues to create political instability and state

sponsored violence today. [New Mandala]

 

Indonesia: Ahok’s appeal rejected by

Supreme Court

(ls) The Supreme Court of Indonesia on Monday

rejected former Jakarta governor Basuki “Ahok” Tjahaja

Purnama’s case review petition against his blasphemy

conviction. In what was described as a political trial by

many observers, the North Jakarta District Court last

year found him guilty of blasphemy and sentenced him

to two years in prison for making a comment on a

Quranic verse, which Ahok believed had been used by

politicians to discredit him. The appeal appeared not

without merit after a man who uploaded the video

sequence of a speech given by Ahok was found guilty

of tampering with that footage which was used as

evidence to lodge the blasphemy allegations. However,

the Supreme Court did not find any mistake in the trial

court’s judgment. [Jakarta Post]

 

Malaysia: Gerrymandering ahead of

general elections

(ls) Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak’s government

on Wednesday pushed through controversial changes

to the country’s constituency boundaries. Najib told

parliament the changes were necessary because of

significant demographic changes in the country of 32

million people since the last boundary alteration in

2003. Opposition lawmakers immediately slammed the

move as an attempt to steal a general election

expected to be held within weeks. [South China

Morning Post]
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The changes will affect 98 out of 165 parliamentary

seats in Peninsular Malaysia. Only seats in Perlis and

Putrajaya will not see any changes. Johor, Selangor and

Perak states are the most affected, with 19, 18 and 16

parliamentary seats respectively seeing changes of

some kind. If the new boundaries had been used in the

2013 general election, Najib’s Barisan Nasional

coalition would have won 93 seats (instead of 85) while

the opposition would have taken 72 seats (instead of

80). [Straits Times 1]

Selangor government’s filed an immediate appeal

against the Election Commission’s redelineation

exercise to the Court of Appeal. However, the court

held that it had no jurisdiction to decide the case,

although the Selangor government had the locus

standi to initiate the judicial review and were right in

questioning the redelineation process. [Straits Times 2]

Against this background, Luke Hunt examines in the

Diplomat how the Malaysian election campaign starts

to get nasty, describing how it is marked by a

government plagued by allegations of corruption, the

increasingly fierce fight between Najib and his nemesis

Mahatir Mohamad as well as Anwar Ibrahim, and

traditional ethnic and religious rivalries. [The Diplomat]

In the New Mandala, Anthony Milner analyzes how the

election campaign is characterized by Malay ethnic

demands, Islamic aspirations and royal assertiveness,

which each in its particular way challenges the liberal,

secular structure that many saw being established with

the 1957 constitution. Milner holds that

accommodating these claims will be a major challenge

for the next government. [New Mandala]

 

Anti-fake news legislation: Rushed

drafting in Malaysia – comprehensive

deliberation in Singapore

(ls) Malaysia’s government on Monday proposed new

legislation to outlaw fake news with a maximum 10-

year jail term for offenders. The bill defines fake news

as “any news, information, data and reports which is,

or are, wholly or partly false whether in the form of

features, visuals or audio recordings or in any other

form capable of suggesting words or ideas.” It covers

all mediums and extends to foreigners outside

Malaysia as long as Malaysia or its citizens are affected.

[South China Morning Post]

The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (Suhakam)

criticized the bill, saying it can be used to exert
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government control over the media. Suhakam

chairman Tan Sri Razali Ismail said the definition of

fake news in the bill was unclear as it did not offer a

distinction between news generated by malicious

intent or otherwise. Moreover, Razali criticized that the

bill is being rushed through parliament before the

upcoming elections. [Straits Times 1]

Amnesty International’s director for Southeast Asia and

the Pacific, James Gomez, said “the bill combines the

worst of the cheap propaganda coming from the West

and the repressive laws and policies in the East. With

both Singapore and the Philippines considering their

own ‘fake news’ legislation, we call on all countries in

the region to refrain from following this dangerous

trend.” [Business Insider]

In Singapore, extensive public hearings have taken

place over a similar piece of legislation on deliberate

online falsehoods. In a comprehensive article,

containing also videos from the hearing, the Straits

Times reports the major points of contention. A must-

read (and watch) for everybody interested in anti-fake

news legislation! [Straits Times 2]

 

Myanmar’s new president U Win Myint

(ls) U Win Myint, a longtime loyalist to Myanmar’s

civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi and, until last week,

speaker of Parliament’s lower house, will be

Myanmar’s new president. He succeeds U Htin Kyaw,

71, who resigned last week after two years on the job.

U Win Myint was chosen on Wednesday to assume the

largely ceremonial role in which he is expected to be

the official conduit for Suu Kyi’s authority. [New York

Times]

In a portrait on Frontier Myanmar, Win Myint is

described as a decisive leader. Like many members of

the opposition movement during the years of military

rule, Win Myint has been jailed several times. Since

having assumed political offices, he has spoken in

defence of farmers rights and called for the assets of

government officials to be publicly revealed. According

to Frontier Myanmar, his accession to the presidency

has largely been met with a positive response inside

the country. [Frontier Myanmar]

 

Myanmar: Amal Clooney to represent

Reuters reporters held in custody
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(ls) Human rights lawyer Amal Clooney has joined the

legal team representing two Reuters reporters jailed in

Myanmar, who are accused of possessing secret

government papers. A court in Yangon still has to

decide whether Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo, who had

been working on a Reuters investigation into the killing

of ten Rohingya Muslim men in western Myanmar’s

Rakhine state during an army crackdown, will be

charged under the Officials Secrets Act. “The outcome

of this case will tell us a lot about Myanmar’s

commitment to the rule of law and freedom of

speech,” said Clooney. [Reuters]

 

Thailand: New political parties –

Weakened Pheu Thai – More political

protests

(ls) In Thailand, the political party landscape remains in

flux as more new parties apply for registration with the

Election Commission ahead of next year’s

parliamentary elections. AiR reported about the

formation of the new “Future Forward” party in recent

editions. Reuters reported this week how this party,

which may be an alternative for young urban people, is

already under fire from royalist-conservative camps.

[Reuters 1]

In the south of Thailand, the so-called Wadah group of

Muslim politicians, as well as other former MPs in the

three southernmost border provinces, have agreed to

form a new political party as well. The group, which

vows to take a neutral stance on the violent conflict in

the south, is in the process of compiling a list of at

least 500 co-founders for the new party as required by

law. [The Nation] The coalition of Muslim politicians,

until recently, supported the Pheu Thai Party. The split

therefore exemplifies the weakening of the former

governing party that claimed electoral victories under

Thaksin Shinawatra as well as his sister Yingluck, both

currently in political exile. Political allies in the

northeast and the central plain may also distance

themselves, possibly exacerbating the trend. [Khaosod

English 1]

As a side note, the Election Commission on Monday

rejected the formation of a communist party, saying

that “the name violated the law and the constitution”.

Thailand’s Anti-Communist Activities Act of 1952,

banning acts linked to communist activities and

ideology, was repealed in 2000 under former prime

minister Chuan Leekpai. [Khaosod English 2]
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Meanwhile, political protest against the military

government has become a regular event on Saturdays

in Bangkok. Last week, more than 300 pro-democracy

demonstrators marched to the gates of the army

headquarters to call on soldiers to withdraw their

support for the ruling junta. [Reuters 2] Extended

rallies are expected for May. In response, Prime

Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha ordered security forces to

closely monitor political groups. “The government and

the NCPO will try their very best to not to allow the

nation to slip back into the same vicious circle,” he was

quoted saying, adding “if the unrest continues to rage,

is it likely an election can proceed smoothly?” [Bangkok

Post 1]

The election date still remains unclear. Two organic

acts (on the appointment of senators and the election

of MPs) have been forwarded to the Constitutional

Court for constitutional review. The government insists

that the move would have little effect on preparations

for the general election. [Bangkok Post 2]

 

International Relations,

Geopolitics and Security

in Asia

 

 

‘Recalibrating’ Sino-Indian ties to which

avail?

(hg) One of the interesting features of Indo - Chinese

relations at the moment is the mutual stress of

commonalities and convergence. [Hindustan Times]

With new American tariff policies and prospects of a

trade war, Sino-Indian trade relations have become a
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subject of ‘convergence’ with both countries´ just

having signed 101 trade agreements. [Xinhua] On this

line, the Indian ambassador to Beijing has reiterated

his positive stance with respect to trade potentials

[Business World], while a Chinese Foreign Ministry

spokesman underlined the “sound momentum” in

bilateral relations [Times of India 1] [Money Control].

Yet, at 16.13 per cent, India still brings the largest

share of its exports to the US but only 3.42 per cent to

China, making it the fourth-highest importer of Indian

products. India is nevertheless looking to lower its

widening trade deficit with China with the Indian

government seemingly considering to grant China the

status of 'market economy' for which China is

struggling with the European Union (EU) and US in the

World Trade Organization (WTO), a designation that

would lead to dramatically lower anti-dumping duties

on Chinese goods. [Times of India 2]

Amid softening tones between the countries, Prime

Minister Modi and President Xi seem to plan a meeting

on occasion of the Shanghai Cooperation

Organization's summit in June this year. The Shanghai

Cooperation Organisation (SCO), a China-dominated

security grouping, is increasingly seen as a

counterweight to NATO.  [Hiru News]

Improving trade relations and general announcements

in direction of bilateral convergence between China

and India might, however, be seen as the soft

accompaniment to an entrenched military, economic,

political and cultural competition that increasingly

moves the region, rather than the dawn of a strategic

U-turn.

Security relations remain as rough as the message

behind all rhetoric where it comes to the contentious

Dokhlam border issue regarding to which both

countries continue to insist on their sovereignty. While

announcing to work for a peaceful solution, the steady

militarization of the border area continues unabated.

[The Week] [Asia Times] [Economic Times] [Times of

India 3]

 

Indian Grand Strategy

(hg) Interesting especially in the context of the above

described Sino-Indian economic convergence are some

recent assessments of the state and potentials of

Indian grand strategy.

A Stratfor piece recapitulates the conditions, potentials

and direction of India’s grand strategy from a more
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general perspective [Stratfor], while Ravi Kant reflects

on the possibility of an Indian Marshall Plan to thwart

China’s expanding sphere of influence [Asia Times]. To

strengthen democracy and trade in the region such an

Indian Marshall Plan “must include aggressive foreign

and economic policies to promote regional integration

through the trade and digital connectivity” with India

supposed to take “a leadership role in Asia to prove

that it is an emergent power with the ambition of a

superpower”. [Asia Times]

An arguably more realistic assessment is skeptical even

about and Indian great power status as a country

would “lack serious extra regional power projection

capabilities, does not decisively dominate its own

region, and is not a system shaping power in either

economic or military balance terms” [Modern

Diplomacy].

Arguably, India finds itself in a strategic environment

shaped by an unravelling Chinese encirclement and

succeeding threats to its backyard – dominance while it

positions itself in the ranks of those countries

decisively aiming to equally encircle and contain the

Chinese sphere of influence.

Despite recent efforts in achieving increasing self-

reliance in developing critical missile technologies

[India Today] [Financial Express 1] [Financial Express

2], India remains largely outgunned by China

[Economist].

Noteworthy, besides a recent Chinese sale of an

advanced missile-tracking system to Pakistan that may

enhance latter’s ability to develop multiple,

independently targetable re-entry vehicle technology

for its medium- to long-range missile systems [Janes],

some observers see Russian-Indian relations fading

with a Russian, China, Pakistan collusion. [Daily O]

Other observers highlighted that India is already so

deeply entrenched in an anti-China alliance that it was

not even make a major difference for this positioning if

the Indian side would come to see the US as a less

reliable partner under Trump then wished for initially.

According to this view, the momentum of the

American-Australian-Japanese-Indian Quadrilateral

Security Dialogue would sustain even in its trilateral

form in the case that the American-Indian partnership

would face same backlashes. [Business Insider]

The American-Indian security partnership should in

fact be seen as entrenched and settled as it is. The US

offered India its most advanced defense equipment,

training and intelligence cooperation, effectively

choose it before Pakistan lauding India’s stance on
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‘terrorism’, invest in India’s defense industries, engage

in nuclear reactor sales, support India for a permanent

seat on the UN Security Council, and give India a

prominent role in Afghanistan. Moreover, the U.S. has

also designated India as a ‘major defense partner’ a

unique category created specifically for India to

expedite defense technology transfer while the

Pentagon has also created ‘India Rapid Reaction

Cell’ streamline projects for co-development and co-

production of hi-tech military equipment in India,

being the only country to have such a specific cell

inside the Pentagon. [Modern Diplomacy]

Being that were marriage of convenience, this

partnership´s benefit for India is sufficiently tangible

under the given circumstances to be acknowledged in

its own sustaining weight for the country´s grand

strategy.

Despite everything happening on the economic front,

the US are indeed treating their new major security ally

with great care visible again in context of the US'

expulsion of 60 Russian diplomats for the alleged

Russian Salisbury attack, when the US assured that

they were not intending at sending any message to a

country like India having an equally strong relationship

with both Moscow and Washington. [Economic Times]

 

India on the moon again

(hg) India plans its second mission to the moon, the

Chandrayaan-2 mission, which is expected to be

launched this year as a follow-up of the first 2009

mission that has assisted in confirming the presence of

water/hydroxyl on the moon. Initially, planned to be

launched in partnership with Russia, Moscow

subsequently pulled out of Chandrayaan-2 altogether,

citing financial issues. While NASA is not directly

participating, the measurements taken by

Chandrayaan-2 could help for future lunar missions, an

issue having greater relevance after the Trump

administration has asked NASA to return humans to

the moon in the coming years. [Space]

 

India-Uzbekistan relations: Connecting

India, Central Asia, and the Gulf in

deepening cooperation

(hg) India and Uzbekistan are further advancing

bilateral ties after the Central Asian Power had already

an important role in getting New Delhi into the 2016
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Ashgabat agreement with effect from February 3, 2018,

a multi-modal connectivity and infrastructure

agreement between India, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan,

Turkmenistan, Iran, and Oman, for creating an

international transport and transit corridor between

India, Central Asia and the Persian Gulf. Other Indian

projects that are somehow also linked to Uzbek

interest or influence are India’s MoU with Oman on the

Duqm Port, the Iranian Chabahar Port and the planned

International North South Transportation Corridor

(INSTC) via Iran’s Bandar Abbas Port. A further step for

India would be to also access the Eurasian Economic

Union. [Economic Times 1]

As Central Asia's biggest military power Uzbekistan has

now offered India also to set up a defense

manufacturing unit which would allow Delhi to make

strategic inroads in the resource-rich region amid

massive Chinese presence. [Economic Times 2]

Uzbekistan has also invited India to increase the

bilateral counter-terrorism partnership and to

specifically join its deradicalization program with

respect to the growing network of the Islamic State (IS)

in Afghanistan, a country being strategically important

for both countries. [Economic Times 3]

The proposed visit by Uzbek President to India later

this year will lead to the creation of a strategic

partnership. [Economic Times 2]

 

Indian-Chinese Navy encounter? Joint US-

Indian exercise

(hg) India has categorically denied reports of Nikkei

Asian Review that its warships were in direct

confrontation with the Chinese Navy near the Maldives

last month.

This is the second time the Indian Navy has denied

reports of tensions with China in the Indian Ocean in

context of the Maldives crisis. [The Print]

Meanwhile four US Navy ships sailed in formation with

an Indian Navy frigate and conducted joint

exercise and crew exchange in the Indian Ocean

[Times of India]

 

Nepal´s government unhappy with EU
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(hg) Prime Minister Oli commented on a critical report

of the European Union’s Election Observation Mission

(EUEOM) on the recently concluded elections of the

House of Representatives and Provincial Assemblies it

would undermine Nepal and its people.

The EUEOM report claims certain inequalities in the

treatment of some of Nepal´s ethical and religious

groups including Christians which were not considered

for inclusion, despite comprising 1.4 percent of the

country’s population. [Kathmandu Post]                           

 

China´s joint ocean observatory on

Maldives contribution to strategically

encircle India?

(hg) China is looking to build what the Maldives

officially describes as a Joint Ocean Observation

Station, which, however, would offer significant military

potentials as well. Such an observatory would in fact

be an important tool to gather information on ocean

state, phenomena and processes yielding a variety of

physical, chemical and biological data to better

understand the specific characteristics of that part of

the Indian Ocean and Arabian Sea providing the

Chinese navy with the needed accurate and reliable

hydrological data to support prolonged sub surface

operations in the Arabian Sea. This is seen by Indian

strategists as setting the condition to optimally deploy

nuclear-powered attack and ballistic missile

submarines in India’s maritime backyard and

eventually as another move to complete India’s

strategic encirclement by China. [Economic Times]

 

Seychelles: India´s military reach out

barred again

(hg) India can still not use the small Assumption island

of the Seychelles whose lease to India shall enable the

operation of a naval base and air strip with Indian

soldiers to be deployed on the island to “train

Seychelles' troops” as the qualification of an outright

Indian military base seems to a be sensitive issue.

Much as the Maldives, the Seychelles’ have long

fostered close security relations to India. During the

1980s, New Delhi helped to prevent several coups

against the Seychelles government: twice in 1986 and

one in 1981, when a group of white mercenaries
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attempted to overthrow the Island´s government. On

basis of the 2003 ensuing MOU on defense

cooperation, Indian naval ships were sent to patrol the

country’s EEZ against Somali pirates in 2009. Since

then, New Delhi has donated military equipment and

eventually entered in the now muted agreement on

the use of Assumption. The agreement was signed

during Prime Minister Modi’s visit in 2015 but

remained unratified by the Seychelles´ National

Assembly as the government went into a minority in

2016. Meanwhile, after India has already built a

network of six related coastal radar stations which are

manned by Seychelles Coast Guard personnel, it has

been revised this January to be tabled for ratification

this month. Yet, now voting on ratification has been

postponed till April again as the opposition signaled

new resistance.

Besides, the ‘base question’, and some public

sentiments against stronger Indian presence in

general, the Seychelles and China are currently

exploring new ways to expand their cooperation in

defense and trade. [The Quint] [First Post]

 

Sri Lanka´s openness to China

(hg) Under former President Rajapaksa who is working

for his comeback Sri Lanka was an early participant in

China’s infrastructure-building project that eventually

became the Belt and Road Initiative. That created a

huge debt burden for the country which was finally

forced to sell the Hambantota port to China Merchants

Port Holdings after Rajapaksa was gone who swiftly

criticized the move. Ironically, public anger over

Chinese debt had helped the present Sirisena –

Wickremesinghe administration rise to power over

Rajapaksa three years ago. Despite pledging to

reevaluate China-funded projects which they alleged

were corrupt, the new government soon saw itself

negotiating concessions to China as well while pushing

ahead with the inherited projects. [Bloomberg]

Now, the government seems increasingly to put its

hopes in even more Chinese investment albeit

desperately seeking also for Indian and Japanese

investment that just does not come enough or quick

enough.

Last week, the Bank of China has opened a branch in

Colombo in a high-profile event attended by the Prime

Minister who announced Sri Lanka would now work

with China on a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) that would

complement the FTA Sri Lanka is discussing with India.

He also expressed hope that the Bank of China, which
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is the world’s fourth biggest in terms of assets, would

create an opportunity for his country to develop into a

financial hub in Asia. [Colombo Gazette 1]

Against this background, the Chinese Ambassador to

Sri Lanka has once more remembered of the fact that

the China-Sri Lanka friendship dates back to ancient

times and China attaches great importance to the

bilateral relations. Reiterating the Chinese promise of

harmonious coexistence he assured that China will

never interfere in the internal affairs of Sri Lanka and

never attach additional conditions to its assistance:

"While pursuing building a new type of international

relations featuring mutual respect, fairness and justice,

win-win cooperation, China is actively working together

with Sri Lanka to promote the latter's economic and

social development and bring benefit to the two

peoples,". [Colombo Gazette 2]

 

Sri Lanka-Bangladesh links

(hg) Sri Lanka has called for stronger maritime and air

links with Bangladesh to boost bilateral trade and

investments and, especially, to link the ports of

Hambantota and Colombo with the port of Chittagong

in Bangladesh. Announcements like this stands might

well be seen as reflections of a new overall dynamic in

inter-state relations in the region reflecting a

remarkable dynamization in seeking a new

order. [Xinhua]

 

Bangladesh-China relations

(hg) On occasion of Bangladesh´s Independence Day,

Chinese President Xi Jinping said in a message to

Bangladesh President Abdul Hamid, “I attach high

importance to the development of China-Bangladesh

relations,” reiterating the Chinese interest to deepen

the cooperation between the two countries and push

both´ “strategic partnership” to new heights. China and

Bangladesh have elevated the bilateral relations to

strategic level during Xi’s visit to Dhaka in Oct 2016,

though the governing party still fosters good relations

with India. [Dhaka Tribune] [bd news24]

 

Indian-Bangladesh relations: Scandal over

annexation remark
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(hg) A lawmaker of India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party

(BJP) of the state of Assam has courted controversy

calling the creation of Bangladesh a “great mistake”

because of which his state - Assam - has been facing a

disastrous “Muslim influx”. Instead, so the lawmaker,

India should have annexed the country after the 1971

liberation war. [Dhaka Tribune]

 

Myanmar/Bangladesh drug trafficking

(hg) Bangladesh security forces have seized nearly nine

million methamphetamine pills (yaba) in less than

three months as a massive influx of Rohingya refugees

brings increased smuggling from Myanmar. The pills

have become an easy source of income also for some

Rohingya who act as 'yaba' carriers, handing over the

pills to dealers on the Bangladesh side of the border

who then take them to the country's main cities. The

pills are produced in bathroom-sized labs on

the Myanmar side of the border, according to a

Bangladeshi counter-narcotic official. [Frontier

Myanmar]

 

North Korea’s denuclearization:

Diplomatic dynamics unfolding

(dql) Amid diplomatic dynamics unfolding in the wake

of the inter-Korean summit on 27 April and the yet to

be confirmed meeting between US President Trump

and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un, the two-day visit

of the latter this week in Beijing widened spaces for

dialogue, at least according to China's state-run outlet

Xinhua as it quotes Kim saying that ‘the issue of

denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula can be

resolved, if South Korea and the United States respond

to our efforts with goodwill, create an atmosphere of

peace and stability while taking progressive and

synchronous measures for the realization of peace.’

[Xinhua 1]

Kim Jong-un’s ‘unofficial’ visit at the invitation of Xi

Jinping signals China’s efforts to regain an active role in

shaping a potential resolution of North Korea’s

denuclearization, based on a stable relationship

between both countries. Asked at a press conference

on Wednesday on the impacts Kim's visit on Beijing's

stance towards the implementations of UN resolutions

against North Korea, Foreign Ministry spokesman Lu

Kang stressed the importance of a 'friendly and

cooperative relationship' between Beijing and

Pyongyang and reasserted ‘China's relevant principled
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position and China's will to continue with its

constructive role’ to ‘strive for the denuclearization,

peace and stability of the Peninsula’. [The Washington

Post] [Ministry of Foreign Affairs China]

Meanwhile, Xi Jinping's special representative and

member of Communist Party Politburo Yang Jiechi held

talks with South Korean President Moon Jae-in in Seoul

on Friday. Both sides emphasized that the Korean

Peninsula is at critical juncture, and mutually

reassured the willingness to cooperate on achieving

denuclearization, and maintaining peace and stability

on the Korean Peninsula. [Reuters] [Xinhua 2]

In a related development, Japanese Prime Minister

Shinzo Abe revealed on Monday that Tokyo and

Pyongyang has been talking to each other the

possibility of meeting with North Korean leader Kim

Jong Un, while also touching also on prospects of

opening a three-way dialogue involving Washington.

[The Japan Times] Abe’s announcement follows Tokyo’s

recent shift from a long maintained hardline stance

towards negotiations with Pyongyang to the current

more conciliatory position.

 

South Korea-US relations: Annual joint

drills kicked off

(dql) On Sunday, South Korea and the United States

have started their annual joint military exercises. While

the Foal Eagle field exercise, usually covering

combined ground, air, naval and special operations

troops, will last a month, the computer-simulated Key

Resolve is scheduled for two weeks from mid-April on.

About 23,700 U.S. troops and 300,000 South Korean

forces would be involved in these joint exercises. Their

scale would not go exceed those in previous years,

according to military officials in Seoul. [Voice of

America]

Japan’s Defense Minister Defence Itsunori Onodera,

meanwhile, welcomed the exercises arguing they

would increase pressure on Pyongyang to

denuclearize. [Reuters]

 

Sino-Japanese relations: Agreement on

maritime security ‘hotline’ in final stages

(dql) Signaling an improvement in Sino-Japanese

relations, Tokyo and Beijing are making final

arrangements in an attempt to officially agree on
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starting the “maritime and air communication

mechanism” at a bilateral meeting of the leaders of

both countries scheduled to be held in Tokyo in early

May. The mechanism is a new military communication

channel aimed at preventing accidental clashes

between defense forces and scheduled to begin

operation in May. [The Japan News]

 

Japan: Massive shake up of Grand Self

Defense Force

(dql) On Tuesday, a maasive organizational shake-up of

Japan's Ground Self-Defense Force took place as its

command was streamlined for flexible operations

nationwide and amphibious forces in charge of

defending remote islands were created. The launch of

the Ground Component Command providing unified

command over regional armies and the 2100-strong

Amphibious Rapid Deployment Brigade, Japan's

version of the U.S. Marines, follows Japan’s efforts to

strengthen its defenses against North Korea and

China. [Kyodo News]

Japan’s first full-scale amphibious operations unit is

drawn from the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force

(JGSDF) Western Army’s infantry and includes an

amphibious infantry regiment along with a landing unit

will operate operating the AAV-7 amphibious assault

vehicles currently used by the U.S. Marine Corps. Japan

has ordered the vehicle for itself. The unit will also be

transported by Bell-Boeing MV-22 Osprey tilt-rotor

aircraft of the JGSDF and the amphibious ships of the

Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force. [Defense News]

 

China: PLA troops downsized by 300 000

(dql) According to Col Ren Guoqiang, spokesman of the

Ministry of Defence, China has successfully

implemented Xi Jinping’s 2015 announced plan of

downsizing China’s military by 300 000 troops. The

People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is now a 2 million force,

compared with 4.5 million in 1980, 3 million in 1985,

and 2.3 million later on. Already in 2017, the PLA

announced its plans to reduce the number of troops

down to 1 million in the course of its rapidly advancing

modernization and professionalization process. 

[Business Standard] [Global Times]
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Cross-Straits relations: Chinese military

jets enter Taiwanese airspace

(dql) On Monday Chinese military aircraft conducted

flight drills into Taiwanese airspace crossing through

the Bashi Channel between Taiwan and the

Philippines, prompting Taiwan’s airforce to scramble

jets to shadow and observe the intruding aircraft. The

move came just a week after China’s aircraft carrier

Liaoning sailed through the Taiwan Strait towards the

South China Sea. [Taiwan News]

Both moves further worsen the already strained

relations between Beijing and Taipei. Amid these

strained ties, two senior U.S. Republican senators have

called on the Trump administration on Monday to

permit the sale of Lockheed Martin Corp. F-35 fighter

jets to Taiwan, the purchase of which the Tsai

government reaffirmed earlier this month. [Reuters]

[Newsweek]

 

Updates on South China Sea conflict

(ls/dql) In a move aimed to put Washington on notice,

Beijing has put on a show of force in the South China

Sea after satellite images showed China's only

operational aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, accompanied

by dozens of other vessels in the South China Sea,

conducting exercises at sea and in the air south of the

Chinese island province of Hainan on Monday and

Tuesday this week. Prior to this move, the Liaoning

aircraft carrier, last week on March 21, sailed through

the Taiwan Strait towards the South China Sea. [CNN]

Meanwhile, Leslie Fong, in South China Morning Post,

examines the Chinese standpoint against the

background of the latest “Freedom of Navigation

Operation” by the US Navy 12 miles off Mischief Reef,

which China called a “serious military provocation”.

According to China’s view, the US are playing up the

fortification of islands as a prelude to Chinese

intimidation of its neighbours, so that America can

maintain or even increase its armed presence in

waters not far from China’s 14,500km coastline.

However, whereas China considers the South China

Sea its “backyard” (comparable to the Gulf of Mexico

for America), Fong argues that the US insist on

freedom of navigation despite having themselves

disregarded a rule-based order several times in the

past. [South China Morning Post]
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Meanwhile, Secretary of National Defense of the

Philippines, Delfin Lorenzana, said that the Philippines’

territorial dispute with Beijing over the South China

Sea remains a security challenge despite an

improvement in bilateral ties. The Philippines received

three donated second-hand TC90 planes from Japan to

boost the navy’s capability to gather intelligence in the

disputed South China Sea. [Straits Times]

 

Singapore revokes all work permits of

North Koreans

(ls) Singapore has revoked all work permits held by

North Korean citizens in the country, according to its

latest implementation report to the United Nations

Security Council. The Republic will also not grant new

work permits to North Koreans. The measures are part

of the implementation of Resolution 2397 of the UN

Security Council which was adopted in response to

North Korea's launch of a ballistic missile on 28

November that year. [Straits Times]

 

Background Reading

 

 

The specter of authoritarianism in Asia

(ls) Claudio Sopranzetti introduces his new book

”Owners of the Map: Motorcycle Taxi Drivers, Mobility,

and Politics in Bangkok” in this blog post. In the book,

he examines the growing popularity of authoritarian

ideology among local middle class, a popularity that,

according to him, finds its roots in the shifting local

meaning of words like corruption, good governance,

and rule of law. He argues that something deeper is
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changing around Southeast Asia, the meaning of which

only emerges “when we spend long stretch of time

with people and participate in their lives”. [UC Press]

 

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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