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Law and Politics in
East Asia

China: Xi hails CCP’s leadership in opening
up anniversary speech

(dqgl) In his much-anticipated speech delivered on the
occasion of the 40th anniversary of China's reform and
opening up, President Xi Jinping reasserted the
leadership of the Chinese Communist Party declaring
that while China is ready to continue economic
reforms it “will resolutely uphold the authoritative and
centralised leadership of the CPC Central Committee,
and ensure that party leadership is implemented and
reflected in reform, development, stability, domestic
and foreign affairs, national defence, party, state,
military and other fields.” Towards foreign powers he
reaffirmed that “no one is in a position to dictate to the
Chinese people what should or should not be done.”
[The Straits Times] [Xinhua, for the text of the speech
in Chinese]

On 18 December 1978, then leader Deng Xiaoping
opened the landmark meeting of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China that
marks China’s transition from a command economy,
dominated by old-style Maoist communism, to a
market economy under the banner of 'socialism with
Chinese characteristics'. For an account of China's
achievements during its rise to a global economy in 40
years and the current challenges to the Chinese


https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ndrjull-l-j/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ndrjull-l-t/

economy see [Bloomberg] and [Finance &
Development].

In a related development, earlier last week the
Politburo of the CCP released a statement declaring
that the sweeping anti-corruption campaign has
“achieved a crushing victory”, with more than 1.3
million officials having been caught since 2012 when
the campaign was launched. [South China Morning
Post]

The anti-corruption campaign, Xi's signature domestic
policy project, is widely seen as an instrument to
discipline the party and to sideline political foes.

China: Another Christian underground
church shut

(dqgl) Ahead of Christmas, the Chinese government last
weekend closed a prominent Christian underground
church in the southern city of Guangzhou. The
Rongguili Church, widely known as the beacon of faith
in southern China, was founded in 1978 and attracts
5000 worshippers weekly. Signaling an escalation of
suppressive measures against underground churches
in China the closure of the Rongguili Church is the third
with a few months following the shutdown of the Zion
Church in Beijing in September and Chengdu'’s Rain
Covenant Church last week whose pastor has been
detained over suspicion of inciting subversion of state
power while his wife is held under secret detention in
an undisclosed location on the same grounds. [South
China Morning Post 1] [AIR 2/12/2018] [Euronews]
[South China Morning Post 2]

South Korea: Reform of electoral system
on the way

(dql) Floor leaders of the ruling and opposition parties
announced their agreement on a reform of the
country’s election system. They also agreed to try to
pass the bill during the next extraordinary session in
January. Under the current system, the National
Assembly comprises 300 members, with 253 of them
elected in single-seat constituencies and 47 elected by
proportional representation. While the two big parties,
the Democratic Party and the Liberty Korea Party,
which together hold 245 seats, favor the current
winner-take-all district scheme, minor parties demand
a voting system in which the seats are allocated
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according to the percentage of voters' support for
different parties. [Korea Herald/Yonhap]

With the agreement, the heads of the minor opposition
Bareunmirae Party and Justice Party ended their
hunger strike on which they went to demand the
electoral reform. [AIR 2/12/2108]

Taiwan: Cabinet okays bills to ban foreign
funds in elections

(dqgl) Taiwan's cabinet last week approved two draft
amendment bills to the Civil Servants Election and
Recall Act as well as the Presidential and Vice-
Presidential Election and Recall Act prohibiting political
ads funded from abroad, including China, Hong Kong,
Macao, or other foreign countries, citing countering
misinformation and foreign influence in Taiwan's
elections as aim of the reform. [Focus Taiwan]

The government's move comes amid suspicions that
Beijing interfered and funded the campaign of the
opposition Kuomingtang (KMT) in the recent local
elections in which the ruling Democratic Progressive
Party suffered a major defeat, securing only six out of
22 mayoralties at stake, compared with 15 wins for the
KMT and one for an independent candidate. [Efe]

Law and Politics in
South Asia

India: Electoral setback for Modi’'s BJP in
state elections
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(hg) The electoral losses of Prime Minister Modi's
Hindu BJP in five states last week represents a severe
blow with the 2019 national elections ahead after the
party was stoking communal divisions, a strategy that
seems to have backfired.

The losses to the main oppositional Congress party hit
the BJP even worse as some of the affected states -
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh,
together home to some 168m people - are part of the
Hindi-speaking ‘heartland’ previously governed by the
BJP. After having won 13 state elections since coming
to power in 2014, “the BJP's seemingly invincible
electoral juggernaut is losing steam” to quote the BBC.
[BBC]

Whether this means that the BJP will continue to lose
ground with respect of the national elections
approaching next year is not clear yet. The recent
election results could also represent a mere return to
the normal “anti-incumbency” pattern of Indian state
elections after a series of stunning BJP victories.

However, the results of Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan might indicate what can be expected from
the neighboring, far bigger state of Uttar Pradesh with
an electorate that is comparable with those of the
states the BJP has just lost. Yet, the Congress’ election
victories in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan were razor-
thin and Congress scion Rajiv Gandhi had to appeal
Hindu sentiments in a similar manner as Indonesia’s
religiously moderate president Joko Widodo has to do
regarding his Islamic credentials with the Indonesian
2019 elections likewise ahead. In both cases, it remains
to be seen for whom the coalescence of moderate and
more fundamentalist religious identities will play out in
the end.

In any case, the Modi government faces resistance not
only of typical Congress voters but also tribal
minorities, lower-caste Hindus, jobless youths and
indebted farmers that do not feel the BJP promised
progress. [Economist]

It will be interesting to see how the BJP will react
internally and policy-wise to the signs on the wall. A
recent, controversial change of personnel at the top of
the central bank might suggest an increase in costly
populist spending. [Economist]

India’s top central banker resigned after tussling for
months with the Modi government over its desire to
exert more control over the bank’s regulations and tap
its reserves to increase government spending. The
departure of the banker almost a year before his term
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was to end sent India’s currency down nearly 2
percent. [New York Times]

New Lynching pattern in India: WhatsApp
as mobilization tool

(hg) One more story of a tragic lynch murder of five
innocent men from a nomadic tribe that reflects the
growing use of WhatsApp to distribute hate speech
and disinformation that are frequently fueling lynch
murders in Indian is available at [Wired]

Indian politician convicted for his role in
the bloody 1984 Anti-Sikh Riots

(hg) An Indian court has sentenced a former leading
Congress politician to life in prison for his role in the
1984 massacres of Indian Sikhs that swept India after
then-Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was killed by her
Sikh bodyguards, leaving thousands of Sikhs dead.
Back then more than 3,000 Sikhs were killed just in
New Delhi in the riots. As perpetrators of the horrific
mass crimes often enjoyed political patronage and
aided by an indifferent law enforcement, criminals
escaped prosecution and punishment. [New York
Times]

Shrinking political spaces for
international NGOs - the case of Pakistan

(hg) In a joint statement by the European Union
delegation, the heads of mission (ambassadors) of the
single European Union member states represented in
Pakistan, as well as the heads of mission of Australia,
Canada, Japan, Norway and Switzerland have
expressed concern over the closing down of activities
of international NGOs in the country. Earlier this
month, the Pakistani government had given a deadline
to 18 well-known international NGOs (INGOs) to
terminate their operations and to re-apply in six
months’ time. Yet, the prospects for such
reapplications are questionable as the NGO have not
been given the reasons for their expulsion - and thus
what they would have to rectify to become
reaccredited. [Dawn]

After the introduction of the new NGO registration
process, altogether 140 INGOs had applied for
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registration of which 80 were granted permission to
continue operations. Beside the 18 INGOs whose
application were refused, there are still around 40
cases pending which might not look good, with
another 20 being expected to be denied accreditation
soon.

The Pakistan government's move was neither
unsurprising given former policies and attitudes in
Pakistan nor it is representing a rare phenomenon.
Indonesia, Cambodia, Turkey, Israel, Russia, China and
India are among many countries playing rough with
INGOs. Pakistan's neighbor India for instance has
already been through a similar process having
repeatedly cracking down on foreign funding for NGOs
and just this year refusing offers of aid for victims of
flooding in Kerala. [Independent]

In fact, over 96 countries around the world have
restricted the operations of INGOs and NGOs inside
their borders as a challenge to national sovereignty
and security. In an analysis, Hussain Nadim, a scholar
from Sydney University, presents the opposite
perspective of such governments pointing out that
there are indeed INGOs that pose concerns. As a major
reason he describes a strategy that integrates security
and development into a policy nexus to achieve
strategic interests through a ‘whole of government’
approach as it dominates US foreign aid. Partly this
approach goes back to the identification of weak and
failing states as a major security risk, partly it may,
however, also include influence and intelligence
gathering operations. [Tribune]

On the other side, the suspicion of (I)NGOs as
malevolent agents of foreign powers is for most of the
cases result of unjustified suspicions built on a vague,
overdetermined hostilities that do injustice to the
actual intentions, agendas and contributions of NGO -
in Pakistan and elsewhere.

After all, in 2017 the charities having just been kicked
out of Pakistan helped an estimated 11m of the
country's poorest citizens alone. [Independent]

Pakistan tightens coverage of Pashtun
Rights Movement by VOA

(hg) Pakistani authorities reportedly scrutinize media
coverage of a Pashtun rights movement, blocking
websites of American funded Voice of America (VOA)
and filing police cases against journalists covering
rallies of the rights movement.
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The U.S. State Department commented: “We are
deeply concerned with the government of Pakistan’s
attempts to block Voice of America’s Urdu and Pashtun
language service websites. We call on the government
of Pakistan to respect its international legal obligations
regarding the right to freedom of expression, and
unblock the affected websites.”

While Pakistan’s Information Minister claims the sites
were blocked for “false and prejudiced reporting”
which were “against the interest of Pakistan” and “in
line with [a] hostile intelligence agency's agenda”, VOA
maintains that reporting is accurate and balanced with
voices also from government and security officials on
air.

Anyhow, the covered messages of the Pashtun Rights
Movement (PTM) are sensitive in Pakistan with PTM
leaders claiming that Pakistan’'s military is involved in
human rights violations in the Afghanistan-Pakistan
border region but also supporting and protecting
certain militant groups while carrying out clearing
operations against others. [VOA]

Pakistan: Religious freedom stifled by
blasphemy law

(hg) According to the Pakistani penal code, anyone
convicted of insulting Prophet Muhammad can be
sentenced to death, and anyone guilty of insulting “any
religion” can be sent to jail for up to 10 years. The
draconian law which usually targets alleged insult of
the Muslim faith is often used to settle personal
disputes.

Ranking as the fifth worst country in the world when it
comes to Christian persecution, according to Open
Doors USA, at least 1,472 people were charged under
the law between 1987 and 2016, according to the
Centre for Social Justice. Allegedly, about 40 people
convicted of blasphemy offences are still on death row
whereas no-one convicted of blasphemy has ever been
legally executed in Pakistan. However, at least 70
people have reportedly been killed since 1990 in
attacks by lynch mobs or vigilantes after being accused
of it. [BBC]

After the recent case of Asia Bibi, a woman who was
convicted to death for blasphemy to be acquitted by
the Supreme Court after trying to get justice over eight
years in prison, other cases of Christian victims of
Pakistan's harsh blasphemy law are coming up.
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Another recent blasphemy case affects two Christian
brothers who have been sentenced to death after one
of them was accused of posting content deemed
disrespectful of Islam on their website. [Asia News]

Moreover, last week, BBC interviewed another
Christian  woman who was sentenced to life
imprisonment for having committed blasphemy,
before her conviction was eventually overturned. The
woman reports how she still lives in fear while trying to
overcome the trauma of having been imprisoned four
years in solitary confinement in a small cell where she
has been chained with the scars still on her legs. With
her conviction eventually overturned, the woman says
she was wrongly accused of defiling the Koran and
using it to perform exorcisms by her Muslim neighbor
who launched the case against her following a petty
fight between their children. [BBC]

Bangladesh: Climate of violence and fear
amid electoral campaign

(cc) Electoral violence broke out only a day after the
campaign for the 11th Parliamentary elections started.
On Tuesday December 11, two supporters of the ruling
Awami League were killed, and dozens of others were
injured in political clashes in Noakhali and Faridpur
districts. [Reuters] While exact and reliable numbers of
attacks and injured people are unavailable, the Daily
Star reports a total of 13 BNP candidates and 875
supporters being injured as of December 16 [The Daily
Star]. The Dhaka Tribune reports “over 182 injured”
across the country for this sole Sunday December 16
despite it being the 48th Victory Day, a holiday marking
the independence of Bangladesh from Pakistan during
which the country pays tributes to the martyrs of the
Liberation War. [The Dhaka Tribune 1]

For nearly three decades the power in Bangladesh has
been the theater of a rivalry between, Khaleda Zia,
leader of the BNP, and Sheikh Hasina, AL's leader and
current Prime Minister. The two women, also known as
the “Battling Begums” ruled the country almost
continuously since 1991 as the power alternated
between their respective parties. With Khaleda serving
a jail sentence due to a corruption scandal and the
emergence of the Dr Kamal-led Jatiya Oikya Front, the
11th Parliamentary elections could bring some form of
renewal in Bangladesh's political landscape.

On Friday, Dr Kamal Hossain, a renowned jurist and
leader of the newly formed Jatiya Oikya Front, to which
the BNP is one of the main components, was attacked
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while he was returning from paying homage to victims
of Bangladesh’s independence war at the Martyred
Intellectuals Memorial in Dhaka. [Reuters 2] Chief
Election Commissioner KM Nurul Huda qualified the
attack of “criminal offense”. [Dhaka Tribune 2]

The level is such that while carrying legally owned
firearms is prohibited until the end of the election
period, Home Minister Asaduzzaman Khan Kamal said
candidates can carry some for security reason but not
openly display them. [Dhaka Tribune 3]

While opposition and ruling parties are blaming each
other for the rise of the violence, the election will be
monitored by several international observers including
a team of three to four observers from the Indian
Election Commission as announced after a meeting
Wednesday in Delhi between the Indian Chief Election
Commissioner and Bangladesh High Commissioner to
India. In addition, the Bangladesh High Commission
already received over 40 visa applications from
journalists. [Dhaka Tribune 4]

However, the electoral violence is not the only shadow
on the up-coming elections as journalists in
Bangladesh recourse to self-censorship due to the
strengthening of defamation laws notably with the
Digital Security Act (DSA). As reported by Reuters, the
Daily Star, one of the most widely distributed English
newspaper in Bangladesh, is barred from attending
Prime Minister event and its editor, Mahfuz Anam, was
charged with defamation and treason in more than 80
cases filed by Awami League workers in 2016. The
government defends itself against allegation that it is
attempting to curb press freedom saying that
journalists can “can write on whatever is happening on
the ground.” However, Bangladesh was 121th out of
180 countries on Reporters Without Border's press
freedom index in 2009 when Hasina came to power
and now ranks 148th. [Reuters 3]

Bangladesh: Uncertainty around
Khaleda’s participation to the election
continues

(cc) The High Court judges are divided over Khaleda
Zia, leader of the BNP, ability to contest the upcoming
election. The BNP nominated Khaleda to be candidate
in three constituencies, Feni-1, the Bogura-6 and
Bogura-7 but the returning officers rejected her
nomination on December 2 as the former Prime
Minister is currently serving two jail sentences. The
BNP chairperson then contested that decision and


https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ndrjull-l-jj/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ndrjull-l-jt/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ndrjull-l-ji/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ndrjull-l-jd/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-ndrjull-l-jh/

took the matter to the High Court on her behalf. On
Tuesday, a bench of the HC issued a “split” order. While
Justice Refaat was of the opinion that the election
commission should allow Khaleda to complete all
necessary formalities to contest the 11th
parliamentary election, Justice Igbal rejected the three
writ petitions on four grounds including that she was
convicted and serving prison time in two cases. Chief
Justice Syed Mahmud Hossain then assigned another
HC bench to hear her petitions. [The Daily Star]

Meanwhile, on December 12, a Supreme Court appeal
division bench confirmed that BNP leaders Ruhul
Kuddus Talukder Dulu and Igbal Hasan Mahmud Tuku
cannot contest the election as both were convicted and
sentenced to imprisonments by the trial courts
concerned in criminal cases. [The Daily Star 2]

Maldives: Police freeze bank accounts of
ex-president Yameen

(Ig) Former Maldives president Abdullah Yameen is
under investigation for corruption. Police has frozen
his bank accounts holding 6.5 million USD. He is
suspected of having conducted illegal deals, some
involving Chinese infrastructure projetcs, and of
receiving close to USD 1.5 million payments during his
failed bid for re-election. Yameen has denied the
allegations and said he only took on loans to accelerate
economic development. [India Times] [Reuters]

Sri Lanka: Ousted prime minister
reinstated

(cc) The political and constitutional crisis in which
President Sirisena plunged the country on October 26
when he sacked Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe
to replace him with former President Mahinda
Rajapaksa seems to be resolved. On Thursday the
Supreme Court issued its highly awaited verdict, ruling
that President Maithripala Sirisena’s order to dissolve
Parliament and hold new elections was
unconstitutional. Following Rajapaksa’s resignation on
Saturday, ousted Prime Minister Wickremesinghe was
sworn back into office on Sunday. [bbc]

The resolution of the crisis has been widely welcomed
by the international community, the UK and the EU
welcomed the “peaceful resolution of the political
situation in Sri Lanka” [gov.uk][Daily mirror] while India
Ministry of External Affairs spokesperson Raveesh
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Kumar described the resolution of the crisis as “a
reflection of the maturity demonstrated by all political
forces, and also of the resilience of Sri Lankan
democracy and its institutions.” [Daily Mirror 2]

Reinstated PM Wickremesinghe has now to form a new
cabinet, which should be appointed early this week.
[Daily Mirror 3]

The crisis, however, is not entirely over as President
Sirisena expressed doubt him and the newly reinstated
PM Wickremesinghe “could go on this journey
together” and the new cabinet, which should be
appointed early this week, will have to work around
the clock to compensate the effects of a 51-days long
constitutional crisis. [ABC]

Nepal: Supreme Court Justice Cholendra
Shumsher Rana recommended for Chief
Justice post by the Constitutional Council

(cc) The Constitutional Council unanimously
recommended Justice Cholendra Shumsher Rana for
the highest judiciary position. If the Parliamentary
Hearing Committee endorses Justice Rana for the post
of Chief of Justice, it would mark the end of a long sage
of incertitude. Indeed, the incumbent Chief Justice, Om
Prakash Mishra, has to retire on January 1st as he will
reach the age limit of 65-year-old on January 1st. The
Judicial Council led by chief justice of Nepal had sent
the names of senior-most justice of the Supreme Court
Deepak Raj Joshee and another senior justice
Cholendra Shamsher JB Rana for the post of CJ. The
constitutional council first recommended Justice
Deepak Raj Joshi but his nomination was rejected by
the Parliamentary Hearing Committee in August. While
numbers foresaw that Rana was likely to be the next
recommended for the high position, the process of his
nomination was not without hassle and the hearing
Constitutional Council meeting has been deferred
three times since December 3 before finally issuing an
official recommendation. [The Kathmandu Post] [The
Himalaya Times]

Nepal: Overall situation of human rights
not satisfactory for NHRC's chairman

(cc) During a speech at the occasion of the 70th
anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights the National Human Rights Commission
Chairman Anup Raj Sharma said the number of human
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violation cases was on the rise lately, with 152
complaints registered to the NHRC this year and “the
overall situation of human rights is not satisfactory.”
For him, complaints of war victims were processed
without providing justice and he stated “War victims
have the right to know the truth. The government
should ensure their rights, provide them justice and
the culprits should be punished.” He also addressed
the failure of the police to conduct proper investigation
in cases of violence against women while the country is
still shacked by the rape case of Nirmala Panta, a 13
years-old student who was raped and killed on August
30. Despite Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli reiterating
the commitment of the government to protect human
rights, another NHRC member, Sudip Pathak, said that
the government failed to address many issues of
discrimination prevalent in the country such as
violence against women, dalit and untouchability. [The
Himalaya Times]

Nepal: The Mahasamiti meeting of the
Nepali Congress kicked off

(cc) The Mahasamiti meeting of the Nepali Congress
started on Saturday December 15. The highest body of
the main opposition party is supposed to discuss and
take decisions regarding the party's organizational
structure as well as political and economic direction.
[My Republica]

Among the proposal endorsed at the Central Working
Committee meeting this week and to be presented
during the Mahasamiti meeting, a political document
accuses Prime Minister Oli's government to be heading
toward totalitarianism and to obstruct the
implementation of federalism, to crush public protests
and to curtailing freedom of expression. These
accusations come at a time when the Prime Minister is
already pressured by leaders of his own party. [The
Himalayan Times] [The Kathmandu Post]

While the meeting is of high significance as it is the first
time the Nepali Congress is holding such reunion since
its defeat in last year's elections, the outcomes could
be undermined by the struggles to forge consensus on
its draft statute amendment. The party is divided
around the number of office holders and their election
process as the NC leaders could not reach a conclusion
on these issues after a 6 hours long meeting on
Sunday. The Mahasamiti meeting is expected to
conclude on Tuesday. [The Himalayan Times 2]
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Law and Politics in
Southeast Asia

Cambodia: Legal authority of defence
lawyer in Khmer Rouge Tribunal
questioned

(jk) The “Khmer Rouge Tribunal” (the Extraordinary
Chambers in the courts of Cambodia, ECCC) [AIR 3/11]
in Phnom Penh that found 92 year old Nuon Chea,
second-in-command to Pol Pot, and Khieu Samphan,
87, who served as head of state, guilty of genocide and
crimes against humanity and sentenced both to life
imprisonment is facing serious mistrial risks.

It has surfaced that the Dutch defence lawyer in the
trial may have been working without proper legal
authority for years, which raises the possibility of a
mistrial or an appeal. Foreign lawyers in Cambodia
have to be registered in their home country and the
Cambodian Bar Association in order to practise, but
the Bar in Amsterdam could only confirm the lawyer’s
registration until 2015. [SCMP]

Cambodia: With power secured, Hun Sen
offers some room to (the quiet)
opposition

(jk) After winning elections last year that were widely
criticized as unfree and unfair, the prime minister and
the ruling Cambodian People's Party (CPP) are firmly in
power in Cambodia. Following the Supreme Court's
dissolution of the major opposition party and a five-
year ban on the political activities of many of its senior
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officials, PM Hun Sen now mulls the idea of lifting the
ban. The legislative has passed a law past week that
would make this possible, however only for individual
that meet some conditions, including “respecting the
Supreme Court's decision”. [SCMP] Sam Rainsy, exiled
former opposition leader, called Hun Sen'’s offer a
political trap and sees it as an unsatisfying “partial”
solution that will not move Cambodia forward [RFA]

Human Rights watch has published specific
recommendations for upcoming Universal Periodic
Review at the end of next month. [HRW] These include
to repeal the Law on Associations and Non-
Governmental Organizations as well as the recently
introduced lése-majesté and other parts of the penal
code regarding defamation, public insult, or
discrediting of judicial decision that violate freedom of
expression.

Philippines: Martial law extension

(jk) As reported previously, Philippine President
Duterte was very likely to go with army and police
recommendations to seek the extension of marital law
for the island Mindanao. This past week, his
endeavours were supported by the Philippine
Congress where Duterte’s allies form a majority.
Martial law will be extended until the end of 2019 with
what is the third extension since 2017. [Nikkei]

Once again, opposing lawmakers and human rights
groups have voiced opposition to the move, fearing an
abuse of martial law and the establishment of a “new
normal”. To many, the Philippines are on downward
trajectory in terms of civil and political freedoms. This
was further underscored by the latest Human Freedom
Index which is published by the Cato Institute, the
Fraser Institute and the German Friedrich Naumann
Foundation for Freedom. The index suggests an
erosion of the rule of law, looking at procedural, civil
and criminal justice and is also pointing to the fact the
Philippines has three chief criminal justices in 2018.
[CATO]

Thailand: Future Forward Party campaign
policies

(jk) The Future Forward Party (FFP) has announced
election campaign policies, including an end to power
centralisation and a comprehensive welfare
programme. The party’s leadership also announced
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that they would want to cut back the size of the army
from currently 330 000 to no more than 170 000
troops. The number of generals should also be
reduced from today’'s 1600 to 400, in addition to
ending military conscription [Bangkok Post]. The party
also reiterated its policy seeking to draft a new charter
and stated to would seek to remove the amnesty to
the military leadership’s actions during the coup and
that it plans to prosecute coup leaders. The party
further said it would seek to end all prosecutions
against those charged and detained for criticizing or
opposing the junta over the past four years.

Thailand: Former DSI chief jailed for
defaming ex-deputy PM Suthep

A former Department of Special Investigations (DSI)
director has been sentenced to one year in jail for
accusing former Deputy PM Suthep of abusing power
and corruption when he served as deputy PM. He
allegedly gave away government contracts over the
construction of police stations to preferred private
companies without due process. A Supreme Court
ruling has overturned a lower-court ruling, acquitting
the former DSI director of the charge. He was taken to
jail immediately after the ruling. [Khaosod]

Myanmar: First anniversary of the Reuters
journalists’ arrest

(cc) A year ago, on December 12, 2017 two Reuters
journalists, were arrested for possession of security-
related classified documents while they were
investigating a massacre of 10 Rohingya in Rakhine
State. Their sentence to 7 years in jail under the Official
Secrets Act in early September this year, despite a
police testimony that their arrest was due to a police
set-up, was widely condemned internationally. An
appeal hearing is scheduled for December 24.

On the anniversary of their arrest, a public assembly
was held in Yangon. A group of activists demanding
their release gathered to hold a candlelight vigil and
pray for the release of the journalists. [The Irrawaddy]
[The Myanmar Times]

This week, the two journalists were named as “Person
of the Year” by the Time Magazine, together with other
journalists such as Jamal Khashoggi and Maria Ressa,
founder of Rappler, a Philippines news website critical
of President Duterte. [Time]
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Myanmar: Fourth meeting of the
Independent Commission of Enquiry held
behind closed-door

(cc) The Independent Commission of Enquiry (ICOE)
investigating allegations of Human Rights violations in
Rakhine state held their fourth meeting behind closed-
doors last week. [Ministry of Information of the
Republic of the Union of Myanmar] [The Myanmar
Times] The commission was established in July by the
government which has mandate for a year to
investigate all the allegations of human rights
violations that happened after August 2017. Its
independence has been widely questioned, especially
as one of the members has reportedly said “There is
no such thing in our country, in our society, as ethnic
cleansing, and no genocide.” [Reuters]

During a press conference on Wednesday, Rosario
Manalo of the commission said that they found “no
conclusive evidence” so far of the accusation of mass
human rights violation in northern Rakhine state
despite a report by the Independent International Fact-
finding mission on Myanmar published in September
qualifying the “clearance operations” by the Tatmadaw
against the Rohingya of being conducted with
“genocidal intend”. At the press conference, the
Commission also invited victims and witnesses to
submit “strong evidence” of the alleged violation with
photos and videos by January 31. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Northern Alliance to cooperate
in peace efforts

(cc) In a statement released after meeting government
officials in Kunming China, the three ethnic armed
organizations (EAOs) composing the Northern Alliance
expressed their wish “to find a solution with the
government and Tatmadaw (military) through
dialogue”. The Ta'ang National Liberation Army (TNLA),
the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army
(MNDAA) and the Arakan Army (AA) are some of the
main EAOs still not signatories to the Nationwide
Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). During the last Union
Peace conference in July, representatives of the
Alliance attended the talks and met with vice Senior
General Soe Win and State Counsellor Aung San Suu
Kyi.
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While a Peace Commission Adviser qualified the
statement as “constructive”, the peace process in
Myanmar is still stagnant with the Karen National
Union (KNU) having suspended its participation and
the Restoration Council of Shan State (RCSS) having
announced that it will not attend Joint Ceasefire
Monitoring Committee meetings. Moreover, the
resurgence of clashes between the Arakan Army and
the Tatmadaw has pushed the authorities to extend a
night-to-dawn curfew in Buthidaung Township,
Rakhine State, for an additional 5 months. [The
Myanmar Times] In northern Shan State, the TNLA has
recently been involved in multiple clashes not only with
the Tatmadaw but also with the RCSS.

A fourth Union Peace conference is supposed to take
place this month or early 2019 but no dates have been
announced yet. [The Irrawaddy 1] [The Myanmar Times
2] [The Irrawaddy 2]

Singapore: Gay man wins landmark case
on adoption

(jk) A Singaporean man who fathered a child in the US
through surrogacy, which is illegal in Singapore, had
tried to legally adopt his child but was rejected last
year. He appealed and now won the case so that he
can legally adopt his child in Singapore - as an
individual parent. His relationship with his long-term
partner is as a same-sex relationship and therefore not
recognised in Singapore, where in addition, gay sex
remains illegal.

Although this is the first time a court has legally
recognised a same-sex family, the judge pointed out
that the ruling was based on the welfare of the child
and should not be seen as an erosion of the
government policy against same-sex family units.
[Strait Times]

Indonesia: The Free Papua Movement
demands new independence referendum

(cc) The Free Papua Movement (OPM), who killed at
least 16 workers building a bridge and a soldier this
month refused to answer the Government’s call to
surrender and ask for a new referendum in a video
posted on Monday.

The Western part of New Guinea island is the theater
of a rampant separatist conflict since its incorporation
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to Indonesia in 1969 following a widely criticized
referendum which led to the “Act of Free Choice” also
referred to as the “act of no choice” in a process
backed-up by the UN. Despite being resources-rich,
due to the conflict, the region is one of the less
developed part of Indonesia.

When claiming the responsibility for the killing of the
workers, the OPM said it viewed them as military
members and thus, casualties of their war against the
Indonesian government, allegation denied by the
government who claim that the workers were civilian.

A spokesman of the OPM called for the unrestricted
access to Papua for foreign journalists and
humanitarian aid to take care of the civilians caught up
in the conflict. Chief Security Minister Wiranto rejected
the accusation of killings of civilians and bombings by
the military but admitted they were using grenades in
clashes. [Reuters]

As part of President Widodo's attempt to ease tensions
since 2014, prisoners have been released and the
investment in the region stepped up notably through
the construction of a trans-Papua road for which the
workers were building a bridge when they got killed.
The government announced a shift of focus from
infrastructure to education in its development plans in
Papua. On Tuesday, a territorial and equality expert at
the National Development Planning Ministry unveiled
eight education goals for Papua: distribute more
Indonesia Smart Cards (KIP), improve the quality of
education in high schools, prepare assistance for
teachers, increase the number of teachers, provide e-
learning for teachers, include local content in
education, eradicate illiteracy and establish boarding
schools. [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Court orders revision of
minimum age for women to marry

(cc/jk) Past week, the Constitutional Court of Indonesia
ordered that the legislators should change the
legislation regarding the minimum age for girls to
marry. According to the current legislation, a law from
1974, the minimum legal age to marry, with parental
authorization, is 16 years old for girls and 19 for boys.
Indonesia is among the ten countries in the world
having the most child brides and the second among
ASEAN member states. The court ruled that the
government must change the minimum age at which a
girl can get married, though it did not specify an
increase, and gave legislators three years to do so.
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A judicial review was filed by three child bride survivors
and their lawyer from the Indonesian Coalition to End
Child Marriage. The Court considered that the
difference in minimum age to marry between girls and
boys is a form of gender-discrimination and thus,
unconstitutional. According to one Justice, in case the
revision does not happen before the deadline, the
minimum legal age would be automatically
harmonized with the 2002 Child Protection Law which
defines a child as any person below the age of 18 years
old.

In a Statement in April 2018, President Widodo said he
was preparing a presidential decree to amend the
1974 law but so far nothing happened. [HRW] More
recently, in November, a Supreme Court justice and
spokesman told the Jakarta Post that “Each individual
has the right to get married. That's a human right. We
can't prohibit them as long as they are not violating
any laws,” adding that “If the children wish [to marry]
then you can't prohibit them.” [The Jakarta Post 1]

This decision comes a few months after a child bride in
September 2018 died of injuries caused by domestic
violence. In 2016, her families decided, by fear of
extramarital sex, to request a marriage dispensation
from the Indramayu Religious Court, which the panel
of judges accepted. At that time, she was 15 and her
husband-to-be 16, below the legal age. While raising
the minimum age might limit the number of child
brides, nothing in the verdict is said regarding the
dispensations often granted by the religious courts.
[The Jakarta Post 2] [Reuters]

Thailand's Islamic Council in the meantime, has made a
move to curtail child marriage as it is often practiced in
the country’s south. The decision came after public
outcry over the marriage of an 11-year-old child to a
man four times her age earlier this year. The new
regulation ensures that local mosques can no longer
simply grant permission for marriages involving
anyone aged under 17. The marriage can go ahead
however, if an Islamic court gives permission or the
parents sign a document approving the marriage at
the provincial Islamic committee office or at a local
police station. [Strait Times]

Indonesia “millennial” party wants to ban
polygamy

(cc) In a speech on Tuesday, Grace Natalie, the
Indonesian Solidarity Party (PSI) leader, announced her
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party’s strong stance against polygamy provoking
anger from Islamists.

Set up in 2014, PSI claims to be the “millennial party” of
Indonesia and wishes to amend the 1974 Marriage Law
which authorize polygamy. In her speech, Grace
Natalie, called for the adoption of the sexual violence
bill and cited a study by Legal Aid Foundation of
Indonesian Women's Association for Justice (LBH APIK)
to linked polygamy and domestic violence.

PSl is not the only group to make such call as the
National Commission on Violence Against Women
urged the government to ban polygamy as it triggers
violence against women. The Prosperous Justice Party
(PKS) strongly opposed to such move as several of its
leaders are polygamous.

PSI pledged to “implement the ban on polygamy for
public servants in the government as well as for state
civil personnel,” if her party makes it to the House of
Representatives during the upcoming elections. [The
Jakarta Post]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

China-US trade dispute: Beijing ready to
reduce tariffs

(dqgl) Signaling concessions in the Sino-US trade dispute
following the suspension of new trade tariffs for 90
days agreed on between Trump and Xi at the sidelines
of the G 20 summit [AIR 1/12/2108], China is preparing
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to slash tariffs on U.S.-built cars and auto parts from
currently 40% to 15%. Beijing's move, revealed by an
US official after a phone call between Chinese Vice
Premier Liu He, U.S. Trade Representative Robert
Lighthizer and Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, is
believed to pave way for new talks to ease the trade
dispute between the world's two largest economies.
[Reuters]

However, trade tensions look like to remain or even
rise after reports over Washington's plans to
announce the indictments of hackers suspected of
participating in a Chinese intelligence-run espionage
campaign against American networks emerged. [Nikkei
Asian Review]

China/Russia cooperation in ionosphere

(dgl) Chinese scientists revealed that China and Russia
have cooperated in secret experiments in June in the
ionosphere, the ionized part of the Earth's upper
atmosphere, ranging from about 60 km to 1,000 km
altitude. The experiment was conducted with the aim
to test a controversial technology for possible military
application. [South China Morning Post]

Military forces have been racing to control the
ionosphere, as it has the capacity to disrupt
communication of enemy satellites. [Newsweek]

China, Afghanistan and Pakistan agree on
advancing anti-terrorism cooperation

(dgl) During the Second Afghanistan-China-Pakistan
Foreign Ministers' Dialogue Pakistan in Kabul, the three
countries signed a Memorandum of Understanding on
further boost their cooperation against terrorism
following agreements at first trilateral dialogue held in
Beijing in December 2017. They also reached an
agreement to promote trilateral cooperation in the
framework of the Belt and Road Initiative. [Business
Recorder]

Japan: Revised National Defense Program
Guidelines approved by cabinet

(dgl) In an attempt to significantly upgrade the
country’s defense capabilities, Japan's cabinet on
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Tuesday approved a revised version of the National
Defense Program Guidelines. Setting out the country's
defense capability targets over the next ten years the
revised guidelines include, among others, the
modification of helicopter carriers to enable them to
launch U.S.-made F-35B fighter jets, the deployment of
long-range missiles, and the development of cyber and
space warfare capabilities. [Nikkei Asian Review]

The budget for the fiscal 2019-2023 midterm defense
buildup program amounts to 240 billion USD, a record
high. [Japan Times 1]

The guidelines have been strongly informed by the
treats China and Russia are posing Japan as they state
that Japan does “recognise the importance of the
strategic competition with both China and Russia as
they challenge the regional order." [Channel News
Asia]

Meanwhile, Russia revealed on Monday that it had
built new barracks for troops on a disputed chain of
islands, known as the Southern Kurils in Russia and the
Northern Territories in Japan and claimed by both
countries. Moscow, citing concerns over Japan’s rollout
of the Aegis Ashore U.S. missile system in defending
the move, also announced that it would build further
facilities for armored vehicles. [Japan Times 2]

Notions of India's Middle East Policy

(hg) The Diplomat's Harsh V. Pant provides an
interesting account on India's “nuanced” Middle East
policy which, Pant argues, goes underappreciated.

A main subject of his observation is India's abstention
from voting on a U.S.-sponsored UN General Assembly
(UNGA) draft resolution on “Activities of Hamas and
other militant groups in Gaza” that would have
condemned the activities of Hamas and other militant
groups in Gaza. The resolution, however, failed to
muster the necessary two-thirds in the UN General
Assembly.

To abstain when it was clear that the United States
would not be able to muster a two-thirds majority for
its resolution was even more significant as India itself
vocally condemns terrorism while it fosters excellent
ties with Israel.

The Indian move is therefore seen as signaling that
Delhi, in defining foreign policy decisions, will maintain
its independence vis-a-vis its basic commitment to
strategic partners. [The Diplomat]
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This quite accurate assessment might, however, more
express a stance of Indian foreign policy in general
rather than representing a particular Middle East
policy. As such a general stance it will be very
interesting to watch in context of the re-emerging
‘Quad'.

Other Indian foreign policy decisions regarding the
Middle East are notable but might actually be seen less
laudable in an overall context than indicated.
Extending the Indian naval presence to Oman -
another case in point mentioned in ‘The Diplomat’ -
might also rather reflect a general trend than a
particular Indian foreign policy achievement. It seems
in fact to follow an overarching trend of an economic
and strategic growing together of the different Asian
subregions that is reflected by rapidly expanding ties
between the Middle East, South-, Southeast-, East and
Central Asia. Regarding the Middle East, the significant
shift is thus not so much the increasing Indian
presence but the new geopolitical dynamics that are
setting the various great, middle and small powers in
motion to form new patterns of cooperation and
competition that are adding to the established super-
power rivalry, all against the background of a new
emerging Asian order.

An assessment of the actual Indian foreign policy with
respect of the Middle East would be particularly
interesting in terms of the Indian engagement in
Afghanistan and Iran.

Gloomy outlooks for the India-Pakistan
conflict

(hg) In the context of entrenched and frequently
mounting hostilities between Pakistan and India posing
serious prospect of a major crisis between the two
countries, Moeed Yusuf analyses the current inability
of third-parties, especially great powers, to help to
overcome the deadlock. While this leaves a volatile
geopolitical situation with the possible involvement of
nuclear weapons without promising pacifying
dynamics at play, the currently shifting alliance
structures in South Asia further complicate conflict
management and might even catalyze escalations.
[Foreign Policy]

US-Taliban talks with participation of
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, UAE
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(hg) Afghanistan’s Taliban held another round of talks
with U.S. officials in the United Arab Emirates which
also involved Saudi, Pakistani and Emirati
representatives to negotiate the 17-year war initiated
after the 11 September attack in 2001.

Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Pakistan were the only three
countries to recognize the Taliban government during
its five-year rule, which ended with the 2001 U.S.-led
invasion. Today, the Taliban control nearly half of
Afghanistan and carry out daily attacks, mainly
targeting security forces and government officials. [AP
News]

Pakistan lodges protest with Iran over
Ketch terrorist attack

(hg) After an ambush on the Pakistani Frontier Corps,
Pakistan summoned the Iranian envoy and lodged a
protest over the attack during which six soldiers and
four terrorists were killed and fourteen soldiers
wounded along the Pakistan-Iran order.

In response, Iran declared itself to be fully ready for
joint anti-terror operation with neighboring Pakistan,
expressing also condolences to the Pakistani
government and people as well as the families of the
victims and those wounded in the terrorist attack.

The separatist Pakistani group the Balochistan
Liberation Army (BLA) claimed responsibility for the
attack, which also left four attackers killed in the
shootout.

Pakistan’s Foreign Ministry said Saturday it had lodged
a protest with Iran over the killing of the troops. It
summoned Iran’s ambassador to demand it take
action against the armed group responsible for the
attack.

In fact, Iran has repeatedly announced its readiness for
joint operations with Pakistan from where militants
also launch cross-border attacks against Iranian troops
and civilians. Last month, Iran’s Interior Minister has
called for intelligence sharing and suggested the
possibility of Iranian operations on Pakistani soil under
Islamabad’s supervision after 12 Iranian border guards
were abducted in Iran’s Sistan and Baluchestan
province and taken into Pakistan. [Press TV] [The
News]

The incidents sheds once more some light on the
strategically interesting region of Baluchistan which
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covers state territory of Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan,
is home to major infrastructure investments by India

and China on the two sides of the Pakistan-lran border
respectively and harbors a number of terrorist groups.

Pakistan's stricken finances: Between
China, Saudi Arabia and the IMF

(hg) Foreign direct investment (FDI) in Pakistan fell by
35 per cent in the first five months of the current fiscal
year, mainly due to a sharp drop in Chinese
investments after FDI in Pakistan began rising from
2013 mainly due to Chinese investments under China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor. [The Dawn]

However, the China Council for the Promotion of
International Trade (CCPIT) and the Islamabad
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ICCl) have just
signed a substantial MoU to promote bilateral trade
and investment between the two countries [The News
1]. The move will however hardly bring the short-term
relieve Pakistan needs so badly at current.

After all, Pakistan is still in the midst of a serious
financial crisis after the country’'s authorities failed to
curtail the rising current account deficit amid declining
reserves. In this situation, Pakistan’s government, after
assuming power in August, sought however
successfully help from Saudi Arabia securing a major
bailout, of which it has already received $2bn, with
another payment of 1$ bn due in January next year.
[The Dawn]

The State Bank of Pakistan in November confirmed
receiving a first installment of the aid package after
Riyadh has agreed to give a $12 billion package to
Pakistan. The countries agreed that Saudi Arabia would
deposit $3 billion in Pakistan’s account of which
Islamabad has now received $2 billion. It is Pakistan's
hope that the Saudi aid will ease pressure on
Pakistan's foreign reserve and strengthen Pakistani
rupee against US dollar. However, the government will
not be able to use these funds to pay off its foreign
liabilities. [The News 2]

Meanwhile, Pakistan is still negotiating with the IMF for
another possible bailout package for which the IMF
requests full debt transparency. Probably, the
requested “very detailed debt sustainability analysis to
ensure that indeed the country’s debt profile is
sustainable” would exclude that any of IMF loan to
Pakistan would be used to repay the country's debt to
China as especially the US are insisting. [The News 3]
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Is Abu Sayaaf returning to kidnapping in
the Sulu - Celebes Sea?

(jk) From 2016 to around mid 2017 attacks on
merchant ships to abduct crew for ransom in the
southern Philippines was happening with disconcerting
regularity. The area is claimed largely by the al-Qaeda
linked Abu Sayaaf Group. On a more positive note, the
issue has brought about successful trilateral
cooperation in the region when the Philippines agreed
to allow Malaysia and Indonesia to carry out hot
pursuits in its territorial waters. However, sensibilities
surrounding sovereignty have not gone away and while
in 2017 the three countries launched coordinated
naval patrols, the initiative is not yet fully
operationalised and the security threat is still a
significant issue for sailors and merchants. After the
numbers of kidnappings had gone down since May
2017, an attack on December 5 has brought the issue
back into the spotlight. It was the second successful
kidnapping in recent months and it is feared the
attacks mark a return to kidnapping by the Islamic
separatist group. [Seatrade Maritime]

India’s president on a state visit to
Myanmar

(cc) At the invitation of Myanmar’s President U Win
Myint, Indian President Ram Nath Kovind made his
first official visit to Myanmar from December 10 to 14.
Expressing his full support for Myanmar's peace
process at a dinner on Tuesday, the Indian President
said “In India, we are aware of the challenges Myanmar
faces in taking forward the peace process, national
reconciliation and economic recovery.” Two
memoranda of understanding (MoU) were signed
regarding cooperation in science and technology as
well as on the judicial training of Myanmar judges. The
two countries also agreed to sign at the earliest
possibility further MoUs, e.g. for Cooperation on
Combating Timber Trafficking and Conservation of
Tigers and Other Wildlife and the MoU on Bilateral
Cooperation for Prevention of Trafficking in Persons;
currently in negotiation.

Myanmar is of great strategic interest to India. First,
because the two countries share a 1,600km long land
border as well as a maritime one, with several
insurgent groups using Myanmar as a base to operate
in North-east India but also with numbers Rohingya
fleeing violence in Myanmar going to India.
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Approximately 40,000 of the persecuted minority are
currently treated as illegal migrants in India which
refuses them the status of refugees and wishes to
send them back. The repatriation of Rohingya was also
part of the subjects addressed during the visit as the
Indian President officially handed over 50 of 250 units
of prefabricated houses as part of the Rakhine State
Development Program. Secondly, Myanmar is the only
ASEAN state with which India shares a border and it
plays a pivotal role in China's One Belt One Road
initiative, making it a strategic partner also for India.

[Mizzima 1] [The Irrawaddy] [Mizzima 2]

Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia hold Supreme
Court conference

(jk) The supreme courts of Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia held a court conference of border provinces
in Cambodia, where they discussed issues such as the
settlement of trans-border civil cases. All three chief
justices of the respective Supreme Courts were
present at this fifth instalment of the conference since
it was first held in Vietnam in 2010 [Nhan Dan].

Background Reading

(jk) CPG's Lasse Schuldt is looking at fake news
legislation in Southeast Asia. He broadly categorises
the attempts to regulate fake news into cases where
fake news laws are conceived as a weapon to silence
critics and dissenters, and “cases where the discourse
is lead more open-ended.” Citing examples form within
the region, Dr. Schuldt elaborates on the idea that
debates around fake news laws allow for a deeper look
into the political and social discourses of the country in
question. Deciding very early on which falsehoods are
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acceptable and which pose a threat to the system is
highly politicised. [Verfassungsblog]

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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