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China: Further tightening the Party’s

control over religious affairs?

(dql) The Communist Party’s United Front Work

Department issued a directive according to which local

authorities are ordered to “make the regulation of the

construction of large outdoor religious statues their

top priority to prevent further commercialization of

Buddhism and Taoism”. [Directive in Chinese]

The directive has met mixed assessments. While some

analysts stress that the directive is a measure to tackle

over-commercialization of religion in China [The

Economic Times], other see the directive as embedded

in the Chinese government’s comprehensive efforts to

tighten control over religious affairs as part of the

overall agenda of establishing pervasive control of

state and society. [The New York Times/AP]

 

More than 1000 march in Hong Kong to

remember June 4 Tiananmen Square

crackdown
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(am) More than 1,000 Hongkongers took to the streets

amid a record-breaking heatwave on last Sunday to

take their yearly stand to “resist authoritarianism”

ahead of the 29th anniversary of the Chinese military’s

bloody June 4 crackdown in Beijing’s Tiananmen

Square.

“Human rights, freedom, democracy and justice have

continued to deteriorate” in mainland China, said

Richard Tsoi Yiu-cheong, representing the Alliance in

Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements of China,

the march organiser. [SCMP]

 

China: 6 out of world’s top 100 universities

(am) The Times Higher Education (THE) ranking

revealed its World Reputation Rankings 2018, in which

Chinese mainland claims six of world's 100 most

prestigious universities, while Hong Kong and Taiwan

have three universities and one university in the

rankings respectively.

Tsinghua University and Peking University are in 14th

and 17th place respectively, both equaling their 2017

positions. The other four universities from Chinese

Mainland that made it into the top 100 are Zhejiang

University, Fudan University, University of Science and

Technology of China and Shanghai Jiao Tong University.

[Xinhua]

 

China: Opening up to attract foreign

investment

(am) China will roll out more foreign investor-friendly

measures to further boost opening-up and economic

upgrading.

Commitments to cancel or ease restrictions on foreign

investment in such manufacturing sectors as

automobiles, shipping vessels, and aircraft shall be

promptly implemented.

The mechanism regarding qualified overseas investors

will be expanded to encourage overseas investors to

participate in the future trading of crude oil and iron

ore and give more support to foreign-invested financial

institutions in underwriting local government bonds.

[Xinhua]
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Dealing with Japan’s aging population:

Adulthood at 18 and easing immigration

regulations

(dql) In an attempt to boost political participation

among Japan’s rapidly shrinking and aging population,

the country’s lower house approved on Tuesday bills

lowering the age of adulthood from 20 to 18. [Kyodo]

In related measure to tackle to the country’s shrinking

population and workforce, the Abe administration

intends to further ease immigration restrictions for

foreign workers hoping to attract more half a million

foreign workers by 2025. According to new guidelines,

expected to be finalized in June, language

requirements for foreign workers in construction,

agriculture, elderly care and other sectors will be

loosened. It will also be possible for trainees to extend

their stay for up to 10 years. [Nikkei Asian Review]

 

Japan: Whale slaughter

(am) A total of 333 minke whales were killed as part of

the country’s so-called “scientific” whaling programme,

effectively an annual summer hunt in the Arctic

Southern Ocean.

Japan has signed the International Whaling

Commission’s (IWC) moratorium on whale hunting, but

exploits a loophole each year by saying its hunt is

conducted for scientific research.

Among the slaughtered whales of this year´s hunt, 122

were pregnant and another 114 juveniles.

[Independent]

 

Influence-peddling in South Korea’s

Supreme Court: Parliamentary

investigation against former Chief Justice

proposed by ruling party  

(dql) A parliamentary investigation against former

Supreme Court Chief Justice Yang Sung-Tae (2011-

2017) has been proposed by the ruling Democratic

Party, following results of the Court’s fact-finding probe

in which a document surfaced supporting allegations

that Yang decided cases in favor of the Park Geun-hye

government (2013-2017) in return for concessions of
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the presidential office with regards to Yang’s longtime

plan of establishing an appellate court. [Korea Times]

 

Taiwan: Law introducing limits for

amount of political donations enacted

(dql) An amendment to the Political Donations Act

approved by the parliament on Tuesday restricts the

amount political parties can donate to

presidential/vice-presidential and legislative candidate

to NT$25 million (about US$ 881,700) and 2 million

respectively. Prior to  the amendment, no limits on the

amount political parties can contribute to candidates

existed, causing a large imbalance in campaigning

power between big and small political parties. [Focus

Taiwan]
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Pakistan Army investigates former intel

chief over joint book with his Indian

counterpart

(am) The Pakistani Army set up a ‘court of inquiry’ to

investigate former director general of Inter-Services

Intelligence (ISI) Lt Gen (ret.) Asad Durrani’s

collaboration with A.S. Dulat, former chief of Indian spy

agency RAW (Research and Analysis Wing), in what is

being seen as a lightning-rod book project that has

stirred heated controversy, and asked the government

to impose travel ban on him (Gen Durrani).
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General Durrani had earlier been “called to” the

General Headquarters for questioning over the book

titled “The Spy Chronicles: RAW, ISI, and the Illusion of

Peace”, launched last week in India. It contains

conversations between generals Durrani and Dulat

that were mediated by an Indian journalist. [DAWN]

 

Pakistan: Former Chief Justice becomes

Interim Prime Minister until polls

(am/ot) Pakistan’s former chief justice Nasir-ul-Mulk

was appointed as caretaker prime minister till general

elections are held on July 25 as the since then ruling

Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) government

completed its five-year term on 31 May.

The announcement was made at a press conference

held by Prime Minister Shahid Khaqan Abbasi and

Opposition Leader Khursheed Shah and attended by

the President of the National Assembly.

The caretaker government will hold the general

elections keep the country running between the

dissolution of parliament and the new government

being sworn in. [Gulf News] [Geo 1] [Geo 2]

Pakistan witnessed its first democratic transition of

power in 2013, with the PML-N party coming to rule

the country. If go ahead as planned, the upcoming

elections would be the second time in the country’s

history that a civilian government will complete its five-

year term and hand over power to another civilian

government. The competition is largely expected to be

between the PML-N and its main rival, the Pakistan

Tehreek-e-Insaf party whereas judiciary and military

are additional crucial actors. [Al Jazeera 1] [Al Jazeera 2]

[Gulf News]

 

Pakistan President finalizes dissolution of

special tribal areas

(am) The final step in the merger of the Federally

Administered Tribal Areas (Fata) with Khyber

Pakhtunkhwa Province was completed as President

Mamnoon Hussain signed the 25th Constitutional

Amendment Bill into law. [Dawn]
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India´s ruling BJP party loses by-elections

on federal and state level

(ot) Indian Prime Minister’s Bharatiya Jatana Party (BJP)

suffered a serious setback in recent by-elections for

seats in Parliament and state assemblies in key states,

namely Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Maharashtra. The BJP

has also lost its simple majority in the lower house of

the Indian Parliament, remaining with 271 out of 543-

seats. Altogether, the BJP won 1 out of 4 by-elections

for the parliament and 1 out of 10 for state assemblies.

This outcome puts some pressure on PM Modi who will

ruin for second five-year term in the national elections

coming up in 11 months. [Al Jazeera] [Star Tribune]

The trend on state level is significant given the

importance of the three affected states. Bihar is India´s

third-largest state by population, Maharashtra the

second-largest, wealthiest and most industrialized,

Uttar Pradesh the most populous and arguably

politically most important one. Four years ago, the BJP

swept Uttar Pradesh with its over 220 million

inhabitants, winning 73 of 80 seats, as the rural poor

turned their back at the Congress party.

Now, Modi faces bitter criticism from farmers for not

having sufficiently improved the living standards in the

countryside, where 70 percent of India's 1.3 billion

people live. Last year, Modi's popularity has fallen by

12 percentage points among farmers, according to

survey published last week. [Money Control]

If the economy is not improving over the next months,

even more determined religion-based identity politics

might prove to be the last resort for the BJP.

 

India: Copper plant closed after police

shot 13 protesters

(am) India’s Tamil Nadu state has ordered the closure

of Sterlite Copper, country’s largest copper plant

controlled by London-listed Vedanta Resources, after

last week’s police firing which killed 13 protesters.

[Financial Times]

The order permanently closes the plant under the

Water Act 1974 in the larger public interest with

immediate effect. [The Hindu]

The decision was made despite serious economic

ramifications. The affected company´s CEO claims the

closure  will affect 30,000 jobs and will push India`s
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annual import bill by an estimated $2 billion. [Zee

Business]

 

Afghanistan: Deadly attack on Interior

Ministry in Kabul repelled

(am) An attack on Afghanistan's Interior Ministry in

Kabul has been repelled with one policeman and all of

the attackers being killed in the latest of a series of

incidents in Kabul. [RFE/RL]

 

Afghanistan: Security forces mistakenly

kill nine civilians during night raid

(am) Special forces of the Afghan military mistakenly

killed nine civilians and injured more including a child

during a night raid in Nangarhar province. [Tolo News]

The incident is significant as the victims that include a

local police commander are at least partly relatives of

the Afghan Senate Chairperson Fazal Hadi

Muslimyar. [AP]

Fazal Hadi Muslimyar is an outspoken critic of any

foreign interference in his country but especially vocal

regarding the Pakistani presence in Afghanistan.

 

Nepal: Presidential pardon for murder-

convict, former Maoist leader

(am) Leader of the erstwhile CPN Maoist - later CPN

Maoist Center and now part of the governing Nepal

Communist Party - Balkrishna Dhungel has been

granted presidential pardon from serving the rest of

his jail sentence for murder.

Dhungel along with 816 other prisoners from across

the country have been released on recommendation of

the government for ‘good conduct’ on occasion of the

11th Republic Day. The Office of the President

approved the government’s recommendation for

mercy. [Himalyan Times 1]

The leader of the oppositional Nepali Congress Gagan

Thapa has expressed his discontent over the release

and blasted the government for taking a decision on a

matter which is still under discussion in the courts.

[Himalayan Times 2]
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Nepal PM: Ministers who can’t operate

laptops within 6 months will be sacked

(am) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli has said that the

Prime Minister’s Office will be made paperless within

six months and warned that anyone at the Council of

Ministers who does not know how to operate a laptop

will be sacked. [Kathmandu Post]

 

Nepal: Investigation into war crimes gets

tougher under new government

(jm) The Nepalese Truth and Reconciliation

Commission (TRC) might face new hurdles in its

investigation process with the Maoist Centre, which

merged with CPN-UML to form a single ruling party as

one of the principal parties to the civil war under

investigation. [The Kathmandu Post]

 

Bangladesh´s new war on drugs produced

a death toll of over 100 already

(am/jm) At least 108 drug dealers and users are the

casualties of the war on drugs launched mid-May by

Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina. [Xinhua]

[Rappler]

Rights activists and the U.S. ambassador in Bangladesh

warned about a Philippine-style war where thousands

of suspects have been killed since President Rodrigo

Duterte took office two years ago. [Dhaka Tribune]

 

Sri Lanka: National Human Rights

Commission accredited “A” status

(jm) The Global Alliance of National Human Rights

Institutions, an international institution which assesses

National Human Rights Institutions regarding to their

credibility and effectiveness in accordance with the

standards defined by the Paris Principles (1993), has

finally re-accredited the Sr Lankan an “A” status.

Previously, two applications in 2007 and 2009 have

been unsuccessful. [Ada Derana]
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Maldives: EC rejects 'illegal' MDP primary,

vows action

(jm) Despite the efforts made by the police to stop the

Maldivian Democratic Party’s (MDP) primary election

after a court ordered to do so, nearly 44 000 members

of the party voted on Wednesday in favor of the

former President Nasheed to run for presidency. The

Election Commission repealed the next day that this

poll was illegal as Nasheed is barred from presidency

because of its 13-year sentence. It added that

sanctions will be taken soon against MDP. [Avas]

 

Law and Politics in

Southeast Asia 

 

 

Cambodia’s upcoming in elections

(jk) Cambodians will be asked to cast their vote at the

end of next month. The upcoming election is fraught

with problems, the EU and the US have withdrawn

support for Cambodia over how political opposition

and free news media is treated under long-time leader

Hun Sen and a large number of countries has

expressed concerns over how free and fair the

elections will be. [The Star] With unwavering support

from China and the recent developments in Malaysia

however, is it likely that the PM feels he is doing

everything right.

The main opposition party which still entertains some

faint hopes of being reinstated before the election, is

now facing the question of whether it is better or

worse to boycott the whole election in the likely event

that they stay banned. [Lowy] Former president of the

dissolved Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP),

Sam Rainsy, urges Cambodians not to vote and
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believes that without any international recognition of

the poll results, the PM will eventually lose his grip on

power. [PPPost]

 

Indonesia: Former President gets

significant salary for promoting state

ideology

(am) Indonesian President Joko Widodo has signed a

decree to give former president Megawati

Soekarnoputri, an allowance for promoting the state

ideology of Pancasila that is almost twice his own

income as President.

The remuneration is stipulated for members of the

Agency for the Implementation of State Ideology of

Pancasila (BPIP) whose steering committee is headed

by Megawati, who is also the leader of Widodo´s

political party PDP-I. The allowance is Rp 112.54

million, currently 8,000 USD per month, almost the

same as what the two chief justices of the Supreme

Court and Constitutional Court respectively get per

month, which is Rp 121.6 million. [Jakarta Post]

The state ideology of Pancasila defines the Indonesian

constitutional identity, allowing for different

accentuations and having time and again become a

bone of contestation between adherents of political

Islam and more secular minded political actors.

Currently, President Widodo´s and Megawati´s PDP-I

represent one of the major parties putting Pancasila

against an ongoing Islamization of Indonesian

constitutional politics.

 

Malaysia´s King and Mahathir different

opinions on new Attorney-General?

(hg) The new Malaysian government under Prime

Minister Mahathir Mohamad faces its first challenge

over the appointment of a new Attorney-General. The

crucial position is especially important against the

background of the ongoing investigations against

former Prime Minister Najib. Prime Minister Mahathir

had fired Attorney-General Tan Sri Mohamad Apandi

Ali based on serious complaints against him and

replaced him provisionary by the Solicitor-General with

immediate effect. [The Star]

After the Prime Minister has suggested a candidate for

the position, there seem to be diverging opinions

between the government and the Malaysian King who
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should be appointed as the new Attorney-General. The

King has not endorsed Mahathir´s candidate but

instead suggested four other names to the Prime

Minister. [The Star]

The issue will now be deliberated among the Malay

Rulers who periodically elect the King from among

themselves on June 5. [Malaysian Digest]

According to Article 145 (1) of the Federal Constitution

“the Yang di-Pertuan Agong [King] shall, on the advice

of the Prime Minister, appoint a person qualified to be

a Federal Court judge to be the Attorney-General for

the Federation. Article 145 (5) states however that “[...]

the Attorney-General shall hold office during the

pleasure of the Yang di-Pertuan Agong and may at any

time resign his office and, unless he is a member of the

Cabinet, shall receive such remuneration as the Yang

di-Pertuan Agong may determine”. [Malaysian Digest]

 

Malaysian PM Mahathir claims fraud in

general election vote count

(am) Newly elected Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir

Mohamad alleged that the recent elections were

hampered by significant fraud, claiming that some

candidates members of his – eventually victorious -

Pakatan Harapan party alliance lost due to a large

number of spoilt votes.

“There were candidates who had been declared

winners, but all of a sudden other ballot boxes were

brought in, which caused the candidates to eventually

lose. [Channel News Asia]

 

Malaysia drops challenge to ICJ ruling on

Pedra Branca

(am) Malaysia has dropped two cases to revise and

interpret a judgment of the International Court of

Justice (ICJ) from 2008 judgment, which awarded

sovereignty of Pedra Branca to Singapore. [Channel

News Asia]

 

Myanmar tightening control over

university students
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(am) Student organizations in Myanmar have objected

to new restrictions by higher education officials on

public speaking on campuses as the latest government

assault on freedom of assembly and speech.

The order issued by Myanmar’s Department of Higher

Education said students must get permission from

rectors to hold events and must provide the titles of

talks, the names and biographies of speakers, and the

number of invitees and expected attendees. [Radio

Free Asia]

 

Rohingya case before the ICC?

(jk) After the leading United Nations human rights

official called for allegations of atrocities committed

against the Muslim Rohingya minority in Myanmar to

be referred to the International Criminal Court (ICC) for

prosecution earlier in May, human rights lawyers

representing 400 Rohingya have called upon the ICC in

The Hague to open a criminal investigation into the

continuing atrocities, including genocide, against the

Rohingyas.[Daily Star]

The UN Security Council has not yet referred

Myanmar's situation to the ICC due to internal

opposition to doing so. Myanmar’s government has

furthermore refused to allow access to a UN Fact-

Finding Mission and barred the UN-appointed human

rights expert on Myanmar from entering the country

after she publicly reported on military abuses.

 

Thailand: Constitutional Court rules on

the organic law on election of MPs,

elections can go ahead

(jk) This past week, the court's judges unanimously

ruled that the bill on the election of MPs does not

violate the 2017 constitution. It looked into two

particular sections of the bill, regarding the

consequences of failing to vote for Thai citizens (where

voting is mandatory), as well as the possibility for

others to mark someone else’s ballot paper in case of

disabilities.

The court had been petitioned by 27 members of the

National Legislative Assembly and some observers

feared that it could have been a ploy to further delay

elections. Had the court ruled the bill unconstitutional,

the law would have had to change and in

consequence, once again affected the timeline on the
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way to elections. With this ruling however, the prime

minister can submit the bill for royal endorsement and

after it is published in the Royal Gazette, the law will

take 90 days to come into effect. The constitution then

prescribes that elections are to be held within 150 days

after that.

Next week, the court will rule on the constitutionality

of the NCPO’s amendment to the organic law on

political parties last year which required members of

parties to produce letters confirming their

membership and pay party fees, lest they lose their

membership [BKK Post, Nation].

 

Thailand PM Prayut to decide on calls for

removal of national police chief

(am) The Prime Minister has responded to calls for the

removal of the national police chief for what many

consider to have been excessive use of force in the

arrest of a former activist Buddhist monk. 

Prime Minister Gen. Prayut Chan-o-cha said on

Monday that he, as the leader of the government,

would like to offer the public an apology for the

police’s recent raid and arrest of 62-year-old Suwit

Thongprasert, who was best known as Phra Buddha

Issara.

When asked if this investigation might even lead to the

removal of the national police chief, the PM said that

such a decision would be made by himself, although it

would not be done because of pressure from any

particular group. [NNT]

 

Thailand: Reports of 10-year UK visa for

Yingluck

(jk) The United Kingdom reportedly granted a 10-year

visa to former Thai prime minister Yingluck Shinawatra,

who has been sentenced in absentia to a five-year

prison term by a court in Thailand for her role in her

government's rice-pledging scheme. [Strait Times]. As

of last week, the story that broke on the BBC Thai

website was not confirmed yet and the Royal Thai

Police will send an official confirmation request to the

British embassy in Bangkok. [Bkk Post]
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Philippines: Ousted Chief Justice lodges

appeal 

(jk) Former Chief Justice Sereno said the vote that

ousted her from the Supreme Court earlier in May

should be reversed for a lack of due process. She cited

a constitutional principle that top judiciary officials can

only be removed by congressional impeachment. Her

fellow Supreme Court judges had voted 8-6 in favour of

her expulsion, a development which she sees as a

grave danger for judicial independence in her country

and one that violated due process as some of the

judges were significantly biased against her. In her 205-

page appeal, she also referred to a recent Senate

resolution to review the decision, which over half of

the 23 members signed [Rappler, Rappler II].

 

Philippine Congress passes autonomy bill

for volatile Muslim region

(jk) On Wednesday, lawmakers in approved a bill

eventually allowing self-rule for the country’s Muslim

minority in the south. The bill lays out the process of

setting up a self-administered territory in an area

referred to as Bangsamoro on the southern Philippine

island of Mindanao, where an estimated 4 million

Muslims live. Previous administrations have tried to

initiate similar processes but have repeatedly failed to

come to a lasting conclusion. The recent significant

fighting in the area, particularly Marawi, has

reinvigorated a sense of urgency to resolve the issue

and the President is very familiar with the issue having

been mayor of southern Philippine city for over 20

years. Should the process go ahead and a law

eventually be signed, the region would have its own

executive, legislature and fiscal powers, but not

oversee defence, security, foreign affairs, and

monetary policy [Reuters].

 

Fuel price hike propels Vietnam’s May

inflation to record high

(am) Recent fuel price hikes have kicked up Vietnam’s

Consumer Price Index (CPI) this month by 3.86 percent

led by traffic and transportation services, followed by

food and beverages and lastly construction and utilities

expenses.
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In addition to fuel price hikes, the plan to raise

environment taxes on fuels starting in July could

further increase inflation. [VN Express]

 

International Relations,

Geopolitics and Security

in Asia

 

 

China-US trade dispute: New round of

escalation

(dql) The US-China trade dispute was renewed this

week after Washington declared that, despite the ‘tariff

ceasefire’ agreed on between both sides the week

before [CNN], still plans to implement a 25% tariff on

Chinese products worth 50 billion USD. China vowed to

respond with countermeasures if the USA goes ahead

with announced tariff plans. [Bloomberg]

 

Sino-Russian relations: Deepening military

and strategic cooperation

(dql) At the 20th round of strategic consultation

between China and Russia this week both sides agreed

to “further enhance the level of bilateral military

cooperation and make positive efforts to help the

strategic cooperation between the two militaries to

take new steps in the new stage”. The statement is the

latest in a string of statements stressing the common

strategic interests and deepening ties between China

and Russia in the recent past in the face of the 2018 US

National Security Strategy which labels both countries

as strategic competitor of the US and revisionist
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powers challenging American power, influence and

interests. [Newsweek]

 

China concerns trigger comprehensive

intelligence revamp in Australia

(am) Australian spy agencies will undergo their largest

review in decades as Canberra seeks to strengthen

intelligence powers amid heightened concerns about

terrorism and foreign political interference, especially

from China. A former head of the Australian Security

Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) will spearhead the

wide-ranging inquiry. It will look at how national and

domestic intelligence agencies cooperate, assess their

resources and review the laws that underpin their

work. [SCMP]

 

Japan-US-Australian anti-China agreement

on maritime security in the South China

Sea

(dql) At the IISS Shangri-La Summit this weekend in

Singapore the Defence Ministers of Japan, the USA and

Australia announced their agreement to cooperate in

dealing with any attempt to unilaterally change the

status quo in the South China Sea. The agreement

includes working out a strategic action agenda

providing maritime security guidelines for the three

countries. [The Japan Times]

In a related move, US Defense Secretary Mattis,

speaking at the summit, warned against China’s

intentions of intimidation and coercion while referring

to China's recent deployment of military hardware in

the South China Sea. [BBC] For an account of the

concretization of ‘China’s amphibious ambitions’ in the

South China Sea see [Asia Times].

In a latest US move to counter China’s assertiveness in

the South China Sea, two US warships this week sailed

near islands claimed by China. [The Guardian]

 

North Korea: Kim/Trump summit back on

track

(dql) Despie President Trump’s cancellation of the

planned summit between him and North Korean

leader Kim Jong-un last week, Seoul this
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week announced that it will continue its efforts to bring

both leaders together for direct talks. Trump cited

“tremendous anger and open hostility” displayed in

Kim’s “most recent statement” for calling off the

summit scheduled for 12 June in Singpaore. [Korea

Herald] [CNBC]

In a latest development, Trump announced on Friday

that the talks were back on for June 12 in Singapore.

The reversal came after a visit of an North Korean

envoy the same day at the Oval Office, after which

Trump confirmed that "we're meeting with the

chairman on June 12 and I think it's probably going to

be a very successful -ultimately a successful process."

[CNN]

 

India: Asserting its role based on ‘strategic

autonomy’ and with a view on multi-

polarity

(hg) After his cordial words to President Putin in

Moscow last week, Indian Prime Minister Narendra

Modi has now stressed in Singapore that India’s

principle of “strategic autonomy” remains strong.

Drawing an equivalence in ties with Russia, the U.S.

and China, he cautioning against a “return to the age of

great power rivalries” when giving his keynote address

at the opening of the 17th Asian Security Summit of

the IISS Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore. [The Hindu]

On India´s “Indo-Pacific” strategy which is often seen as

a platform to contain China’s expansion Modi stressed

a vision for an inclusive Indo-Pacific and highlighted

the relationship between India and China as key to a

positive future in the region: "I firmly believe that Asia

and the world will have a better future when India and

China work together in trust and confidence, sensitive

to each other's interests." Acknowledging geopolitical

competition, Modi also maintained that bilateral

cooperation between India and China is expanding.

[CNBC]

Referring to relations between his country and other

great powers like Russia, the US, and China, Modi

made clear that he believed India, like Singapore didn’t

stand “behind one power or the other” to reiterate

“President Putin and I shared our views on the need

for a strong multi-polar world order for dealing with

the challenges of our times”. He added however, “At

the same time, India’s global strategic partnership with

the United States has overcome the hesitations of

history and continues to deepen across the
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extraordinary breadth of our relationship”. [The

Hindu]

In context of the Shangri-La Dialogue, Indian Prime

Minister Modi has also taken some foreign policy and

security steps in relation to Southeast Asia in recent

days. With Indonesia he signed an agreement to

develop the port of Sabang that overlook the western

entrance to the Strait of Malacca. With Singapore he

concluded an agreement on logistical support for

Indian naval ships, submarines and military aircraft

during visits. With newly elected Malaysian Prime

Minister Mahathir Mohamad who has been critical of

Chinese influence in Malaysia he held talks, altogether

cemented ties with three strategically important

ASEAN member states.

But India’s envisioned footprint is supposed to be

wider. Last month, three Indian warships staged

exercises with the Vietnamese navy for the first time in

the South China Sea, which is claimed almost wholly by

China. Moreover, Vietnamese submariners are trained

in India, while both countries have increased

intelligence sharing and expressed commitments to

expand weapons sales. Before, India signed an

agreement for access to the port of Duqm on Oman’s

southern coast, which increases the Indian navy´s

operational capabilities in the western Indian

Ocean. [Reuters]

Meanwhile, India has successfully test-fired its

indigenously developed nuclear capable long range

ballistic Agni-5 surface-to-surface missile with its strike

range of 5,000 km for the sixth time. [Money Control]

 

US Pacific Command changed in US Indo-

Pacific Command as a nod to India

(ot/am) The United States military has renamed its

oldest and largest military command, the Pacific

Command, to US Indo-Pacific Command in a largely

symbolic move underscoring the growing importance

of India to the Pentagon. The unit, formed after World

War II, is responsible for all US military activities in the

greater Pacific region with about 375,000 civilian and

military personnel.

Speaking during a change-of-command ceremony with

Admiral Philip Davidson assuming leadership of the

command from Admiral Harry Harris, who is US

President Donald Trump’s nominee to be ambassador

to South Korea, US Defence Secretary Jim Mattis said:

“In recognition of the increasing connectivity between

the Indian and Pacific Oceans, today (May 31) we
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rename the US Pacific Command to US Indo-Pacific

Command.” [SCMP]

He added: “Relationships with our Pacific and Indian

Ocean allies and partners have proven critical to

maintaining regional stability.”

The US which is trying to get a foothold in India’s large

defense market and to counter China’s emerging

power across the Indo-Pacific domain. In response to

the renaming, Chinese defense ministry spokesman

announced its awareness. [Al Jazeera] [Channel News

Asia]

 

India, Russia completed negotiations on S-

400 air defense deal

(ot) India and Russia have finalized their deal for the

purchase of five units of Russian-made S-400 advanced

air defense systems, despite possible sanctions from

the US. The deal is likely to be publicly announced

during a summit between Indian Prime Minister

Narendra Modi and Russian President Vladimir Putin

scheduled for this October. [The Diplomat] [Hindustan

Times]

 

Indian/Pakistan commanders: fully

implement 2003 ceasefire pact

(ot/am) In an attempt to curb cross-border hostilities

the Director Generals of Military Operations (DGMOs)

of India and Pakistan respectively agreed to “fully

implement” the ceasefire pact of 2003 in "letter and

spirit" forthwith to stop cross border firings in Jammu

& Kashmir.

The two military commanders reviewed the prevailing

situation along the Line of Control and International

Border in J&K during a conversation over a hotline that

was initiated by the Pakistani DGMO.

Following the conversation between Indian DGMO Lt

Gen Anil Chauhan and Pakistan's Maj Gen Sahir

Shamshad Mirza, the two armies issued identical

statements saying both sides agreed to fully

implement the 15-year-old ceasefire understanding.

[Bloomberg]

The latest development came after rising tensions and

some of the worst violence in years between the two

nuclear-armed neighbors along the established
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borders since September 2016. A surge in ceasefire

violations have been observed in the first five months

of 2018, breaking all annual records since 2003. Over

150 civilians and troops from both nations have been

killed as a result. Tens of thousands of people have

been displaced. [Al Jazeera] [Times of India]

The agreement also followed another rare ceasefire

announced by the Indian Army in Kashmir for the

Muslim holy month of Ramadan, ending mid-June.

However, observers are not optimistic that the

agreement will be strictly followed, given the absence

of larger peace talks. Many analysts believe that the

latest agreement was pursued by Indian Prime

Minister Narendra Modi’s government to strengthen its

alliance with the local government in Jammu and

Kashmir, which has become increasingly uneasy as the

situation deteriorated. [The New York Times]

 

India-Nepal joint military exercise begins

in Uttarakhand

(am) A joint military exercise between India and Nepal

with soldiers from both countries conducting battalion

level joint training sharing experiences in counter-

insurgency and counter-terrorism operations.

The military exercise, which is set to conclude on June

12, is called 'Surya Kiran' and is conducted alternatively

in India and Nepal every six months. [Times of India]

 

Sri Lanka: free trade, foreign investment

and Chinese, Indian, US competition

(jm/hg) Sri Lanka seems to have difficulties to find the

right formula in defining its free trade activities with

China and, to a much lesser degree, also with India.

China has given loans and invested billions of dollars to

build ports, roads and power stations across the

country as part of its Belt and Road Initiative. Against

the background of some political volatility, concerns

have grown in recent months that the 21 million

people nation might develop even deeper into debt

which might finally undermine its political

independence. After ten years, Sri Lanka wants now to

review its free trade pact with China amid a big trade

deficit with Beijing, which, however, seems to not

agree on that. Talks have come to a standstill as Sri

Lanka wants a review clause that would allow it to

change some of the deal´s terms if they are hurting
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national businesses which is refused by China. Another

bone of contention are tariffs. While China wants zero

tariffs on 90 percent of goods the two countries sold to

each other, Colombo wants rather to start with zero

tariffs on only half of the products concerned and to

be expanded gradually over 20 years. Currently,

Colombo is separately negotiating a trade pact also

with India where it faces also difficulties of how to

prevent detrimental competition from a flood of cheap

goods made by India.[Reuters]

These difficulties and popular resistance

notwithstanding, Chinese influence is growing while

there is also more to bilateral relations than just the

fact that Sri Lanka is integrated in the BRI. China has

politically supported Sri Lanka in the last phase of its

severe civil war when it positively responded to then

Prime Minister Rajapaksa´s request to provide both

weapons and diplomatic cover when Western

countries focused on Sri Lanka’s deteriorating human

rights record. [SCMP]

In this situation, a bipartisan group of notably

influential US lawmakers has visited Sri Lanka to gauge

the ground-level situation of Chinese investment in Sri

Lanka’s infrastructure. The delegation, which is headed

by Congressman Mac Thornberry, Chairman of the

powerful House Armed Services Committee, visited

extensive infrastructure projects financed by loans

from China and managed by Chinese companies.

[adaderana]

Giving reference to the purpose of the visit, Thornberry

said that it was clear that the strategic value of Sri

Lanka was not lost on China.

The delegation met Sri Lankan President Sirisena,

Prime Minister Wickremesinghe, Parliament Speaker

Jayasuriya and Opposition Leader Sampanthan along

with Tamil National Alliance leaders. Thornberry

emphasized the shared values of democracy, rule of

law and freedom of the seas and said: “One cannot

overstate how important it is that a prosperous, stable

democracy hold this strategic ground.” [adaderana]

Meanwhile, Richard D Fisher, Senior fellow at

International Assessment and Strategy Centre, told

members of the House Select Intelligence Committee

during a hearing on ‘China’s Worldwide Military

Expansion’ that the Chinese economic and ‘debt trap’

pressures will likely result in China gaining greater

access to bases in Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Bangladesh and

perhaps the Maldives. [adaderana]
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Bangladesh-India relations: ‘a golden era’

of bilateral relations

(jm) After the recent visit of Bangladeshi Prime Minister

Sheikh Hasina in India, she and Prime Minister Modi

emphasized their wish for deepening the bilateral ties

with the latter seeing Dhaka-Delhi relationships even

going through a golden era. [Dhaka Tribune]

 

India, Indonesia agree to step up

maritime defense cooperation

(am) India and Indonesia agreed to step up their

defence and maritime cooperation, raising the level of

their ties to a comprehensive strategic partnership

after Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Indonesian

President Joko Widodo.

Highlights of the visit included India agreeing to

develop the strategically important Indonesian port

Sabang in the Indian Ocean, close to the Andamans

and the two sides unveiling a vision document for the

Indo-Pacific region, the first of its kind between India

and a south-east Asian country, dealing with an area

where China is increasing its footprint. [Hindustan

Times]

 

Turkey, Pakistan conclude largest ever

defense contact

(ot) Turkey and Pakistan have agreed on the sale of 30

Turkish-made T129 ATAK multirole combat helicopters,

the first of such exports and the largest ever Turkish-

Pakistani defense contract. The T129 helicopters are

produced by the Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI)

under license from the Italian-British AgustaWestland.

The recent contract is estimated to be worth about 1.5

billion USD, which almost equals to Turkey’s annual

defense exports.

In addition, the TAI also agreed to upgrade 41 F-16

fighter jets for the Pakistani Air Force, including

avionics and structural modernization of the aircraft. It

is also in talks with Pakistan for the sale of its Hurkus

basic trainer aircraft.

The TAI has been delivering T129 to the Turkish Army

and the Gendarmerie force. The Turkish Army uses

them to support anti-terror operations against Kurdish
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rebels fighting for autonomy in southeast Turkey,

northern Iraq, and northwest Syria. Turkey and

Pakistan have long been in smooth political relations.

[Defense News]

 

Duterte’s red lines in the South China Sea?

(jk) Philippine President Duterte has laid down some

red lines this past week, going as far as claiming that

the Philippines would go to war if those were to be

crossed. It was reported that “the Philippines warned

China that it will go to war over natural resources in

the South China Sea — and it identified other ‘red

lines’, or actions, Manila would find unacceptable.” The

actions also include any Chinese construction at

disputed Scarborough Shoal or anything that brings

harm to Philippine troops. [SCMP] The warnings come

at a time of increased criticism for Duterte’s

government not responding accordingly to increasing

militarisation of the SCS on behalf of China as

described in recent AiRs. [e.g. AiR]

At the same time, the Philippines is seen to slowly take

some measures of its own to assert its claims. It is

apparently upgrading its military island construction

on Thitu Island that was last year the scene of a stand-

off between Chinese and Philippine vessels, as

reported by the Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative

[SCMP II], and at least careful rhetoric about

modernising its navy [SCMP III]

 

Malaysia scraps Singapore rail link

project. More to come?

(jk) The new Malaysian PM has announced that under

his government, the previously planned highs-speed

rail link that was supposed to link Malaysia and

Singapore will not go ahead as planned. Mahathir told

reporters last week that the project is not beneficial to

Malaysia and has a too heavy price tag.

The move could signal a shift in Malaysia’s position

towards other big infrastructure projects as well, in

particular towards the Chinese Belt and Road initiative,

of which former PM Najib was a great proponent.

China’s state-run tabloid, the Global Times has already

reacted to the announcement by issuing a warning

that Malaysia would be the one who had to pay the

price if they were not to honour contracts. [GT]
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PM Mahathir in the meantime has signalled that he

wants to renegotiate some deals made with Chine

before he was elected. [Strait Times] It is difficult to

foresee at this stage how far these renegotiations may

go. It is possible that we will see cosmetic changes with

most of the current projects remaining more or less

untouched.

Huge Chinese investments were made into Malaysia

amidst the 1MDB crisis which eventually toppled

former PM Najib. 1MBD was created in order to

promote economic development, but its debt

skyrocketed in 2014 before it was rescued by a Chinese

SOE of the energy sector. Shortly after, Malaysia

increased approval of China's Belt and Road

infrastructure projects which are now viewed with

mounting suspicion. A number of projects has been

given to Chinese firms without even considering other

international offers, such as the East Coast Rail link,

associated with huge construction cost. The new PM is

not done looking into infrastructure projects. In the

meantime, the noose around the neck of Najib is

tightening with Malaysia and Singapore operating

together to investigate the scandal. In addition, at least

6 nations are investigating in the matter, including the

United States and Switzerland. [STII]

 

Indonesian visitors barred by Israel in

possible tit-for-tat move

(am) Israel has reportedly barred Indonesian passport

holders from entering the country in possible

retaliation for Jakarta’s alleged decision to bar entry to

Israelis in response to the ongoing violence in

Gaza. [Jakarta Post]

 

EU increases engagement on security with

Asia

(am) The European Council on Foreign Relations

agreed to strengthen work with Asian partners to

promote global security and enhanced security in Asia

noting there is huge potential to bolster cooperation

with its partners, including ASEAN member states.

Key areas for deeper security engagement are marine

security, cyber space security, counter terrorism,

hybrid threats, violent conflict prevention, the

proliferation of chemical, biological and nuclear

weapons and development of regional cooperative

orders. [Vietnam Plus]
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Islamism in Southeast Asia

(am) Muslim political activism and engagement is

increasing across Southeast Asia. Underpinning this is

a belief, held in many quarters of the region’s vast and

diverse Muslim populations that Islam is not just a

religion, but an organising principle for modern society

from which political leaders, parties, and organisations

can derive legitimacy and authority. This speaks to the

salience of Islamism, broadly defined as the

articulation of Islam as political ideology that

purportedly provides principles for governance, in

Southeast Asia today. The essays compiled here,

authored by young scholars who are pursuing

fascinating research projects on various aspects of

Islam and Islamism in Southeast Asia, reflect this

diversity in terms of their topics, methodological

approach, and interpretation of these phenomenon.

[Kyoto Review]
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