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Law and Politics in

East Asia 

 

 

China: Leading human rights lawyer

sentenced to four and a half years in

prison

(dql) A Chinese intermediate court on Monday

sentenced prominent human rights lawyer Wang

Quanzhang to four and a half years in jail for state

subversion. Wang, who had defended political

campaigners, victims of land seizures, as well as

followers of the outlawed Falun Gong movement, is

one of lawyers and activists arrested in the the so-

called '709 crackdown', a nationwide

crackdown targeting hundreds of lawyers and human

rights activists during the summer 2015 many of

whom were given jail terms, suspended sentences or

house arrest. Wang's case was the last related the

crackdown. [South China Morning Post]

In another case, Liu Feiyue, the founder of a website

reporting on politically sensitive issues including

protests, police abuses and government corruption

was sentence to five years in prison for inciting

subversion of state power. [The Guardian] [AiR

3/1/2019] reported on China's 'first cyber dissident'

Huang Qi whose website is also covering human rights

violations in China and who is currently standing trial

on charges of leaking state secrets.

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


Earlier last week, about a dozen Chinese labor activists

in Hunan and Guangdong province and students from

prestigious Peking University and Renmin University

have either gone missing or were detained by police on

suspicion of ‘disrupting public order’. While it is unclear

whether the two moves are related, they signal a

deepening crackdown on labor activists in China. Since

July 2018 a loose but vocal coalition of workers,

activists and students across the country has been

continuing facing off against police, with dozens

detained over their support for workers who protested

after being blocked from forming a labor union with

leaders of their choice. [Reuters]

 

Japan: ‘Abenomics’ under pressure over

faulty job data

(dql) Lawmakers from both the opposition and the

ruling parties strongly criticized Japan’s Health, Labor

and Welfare Ministry for publishing faulty job data over

a period of more than a decade causing underpayment

of more than 20 million people. While the Ministry is

required to collect results from all businesses in the

country having 500 or more employees, it had only

surveyed a third of approximately 1.400 businesses

fulfilling that criteria since 2004. [Japan Times]

Leaving Prime Minister Abe vulnerable to accusations

of whitewashing the results of ‘Abenomics’, an

investigation revealed that 40% of Japan’s 56 key

economic statistics contain errors, with a group of

experts set to examine all 233 data series of the

government. [Nikkei Asian Review]

 

South Korea: First-ever arrest of former

Supreme Court Chief Justice

(dql) Former Supreme Court Chief Justice Yang Sung-

tae was arrested Thursday after the Seoul Central

District Court had issued an arrest warrant. Yang, who

presided over the country’s top court from 2011 to

September 2017, is accused of having abused his

power to interfere in politically sensitive trials aimed at

securing the support of then President Park for his

plan to establish a second appeals court. Among the

high-profile cases is a lawsuit filed by South Korean

victims of forced labor under Japanese colonial rule.

Yang is accused of having masterminded a delay in the

deliberation of the case in favor of the Park

administration and in its attempts to mend ties with

Japan. [Korea Herald]  

https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-i/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-d/
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Mongolia: Parliament speaker ousted

(dql) Mongolia's parliament voted to oust its speaker

Enkhbold Miyegombo following protests in December

and January demanding his resignation over alleged

selling of government positions. President Khaltmaa

Battulga, who won the 2017 presidential election

against Enkhbold, introduced legislation to permit a

vote to oust the parliament speaker. [Channel News

Asia]

 

Law and Politics in

South Asia 

 

 

India: Priyanka Gandhi enters Indian

politics; non-resident Indian voting rights

in the spotlight

(ls) Priyanka Gandhi, a scion of India's Nehru-Gandhi

dynasty, has formally entered politics. Rahul Gandhi,

her brother and president of India's main opposition

Indian National Congress party, appointed her general

secretary in the All India Congress Committee (AICC) -

the party's central decision-making assembly - for the

eastern part of the northern Indian state of Uttar

Pradesh, starting from February. Uttar Pradesh sends

80 lawmakers to Parliament, the largest number of the

country, and Uttar Pradesh East is the home to the

holy city of Varanasi, which forms part of the

constituency of Prime Minister Modi. [Straits Times]

Though her entry into politics puts her immediately in

an important strategic position – different from the

early careers of other prominent Indian politicians’

https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-u/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-u/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-o/


children joining politics [Hindustan Times] – observers

doubt whether the move will have a major effect on

the Congress’ chances in the upcoming elections as it

continues dynastic politics which are increasingly

discredited by public opinion. [Washington Post]

Meanwhile, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi

hosted a major gathering for the Indian diaspora,

bringing the voting rights of non-resident Indians

(NRIs) into the spotlight again ahead of the elections to

be held between April and May. In August last year, the

lower house passed a bill giving NRIs registered to vote

the power to delegate their vote to a representative in

India. It is currently pending in the upper house, and it

remains uncertain whether it will enter into force on

time. Indians make up one of the world's largest

diaspora, with more than 25 million of them living in

different parts of the world, including in Singapore,

Malaysia, the United States and Canada. Currently,

only a fraction, about 25,000, are registered to vote.

[Straits Times]

Current polls see Modi’s ruling coalition as the largest

parliamentary group but expect it to fall short of a

simple majority. Modi swept to power in 2014 with the

biggest majority seen in India in decades. [Reuters]

 

Pakistan: Supreme Court to announce

whether to admit appeal in Asia Bibi case

(ls) Pakistan’s Supreme Court decides on 29 January

whether or not to allow an appeal against its acquittal

of Asia Bibi, a Christian woman at the center of a

nation-wide blasphemy controversy. The Court’s

decision in October last year to overturn her conviction

ignited days of violent demonstrations. The authorities

then made a deal with the protesters according to

which a final review of the Supreme Court’s judgment

was allowed. [Straits Times]

 

Pakistan: Human Rights Watch points to

violation of garment workers’ rights

(ls) A new Human Rights Watch report says that

Pakistan’s government is failing to enforce laws that

could protect millions of garment workers from serious

labor rights abuses. In December 2018, garment

workers protested at a training institute in Lahore run

by a major Pakistani brand. In May 2017, workers

protested after Khaadi, a leading Pakistani apparel

https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-b/
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brand, fired 32 workers for demanding their rights

under Pakistani law. [Human Rights Watch]

 

Law and Politics in

Southeast Asia 

 

 

Philippines: Southern Philippines votes

largely in favour of Bangsamoro Organic

Law (BOL), ISIS claims responsibility for

bomb attack in Church

(jk) As reported last week, around 2 million registered

voters of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao

(ARMM) were asked to vote in a plebiscite last week on

a law creating the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in

Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). The Bangsamoro Organic

Law (BOL) they voted on is to establish this region and

also includes more funding for it, a bigger revenue

share and full control of its resources.

During the plebiscite, nearly 90% of the voters casted

their vote and ratified the law with an overwhelming

majority of almost 78%. There will be a second round

of voting on February 6 to establish whether some six

other nearby cities and a number of villages will also

become part of the region. The law foresees to

establish the first official government for Bangsamoro

in June 2022, and in the meantime, a Bangsamoro

Transition Authority will be established and once

constituted, will already exercise all powers and

functions of the Bangsamoro government as

established in the law. [MindaNews 1, MindaNews 2]

Among the few areas that voted against becoming part

of BARMM, was Sulu province and less than week after

the vote, its capital Jolo saw a bomb attack in a church

https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-c/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-q/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-a/


killing at least 20 people and injuring many more. The

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has claimed

responsibility for the bombing. [MindaNews 3] For

decades, the Philippines has struggled with the Muslim

separatist insurgency in the south, which has killed

thousands of people and hampers economic

development. [Strait Times]

Despite Sulu province voting against becoming part of

the BARMM, they will, as it stands, do so. According to

the provisions of the BOL, the ARMM votes as a

geographical unit and it is not foreseen that parts can

break away from the block. Sulu has petitioned this

provision previously and the high court has yet to rule

on the petition. [MindaNews 2]

 

Philippines: lowering criminal liability age

to 12

(jk) The minimum age of criminal responsibility in the

Philippines is currently set at 15 years of age. In a bill

set to address the use of children for criminal activities

by criminal gangs, the Philippine government was

contemplating setting that age to nine years. Facing

strong opposition, the age was changed to 12 years

and the bill has passed the House of Representatives

but still faces major criticism. [Rappler 1, Rappler 2] It

is now being deliberated by the Senate. The minimum

age of criminal responsibility in Southeast Asia ranges

from 7 (e.g. Brunei) to 16 (Timor-Leste). [Southeast Asia

Globe]

 

Thailand: Election date set for 24 March

2019

(jk) The Election Commission of Thailand (ECT) has set

and announced the date for the general elections for

Sunday 24 March. The government had previously

stated it was waiting for a royal decree empowering

the government to hold elections – the decree was

issued last week, just hours before the announcement.

[Khaosod 1, Khaosod 2] The ECT will invite applications

for MP candidates from 4-8 February and will

announce a list of candidates afterwards.

As an immediate response to the announcement, a

conservative group, the National Council's for People's

Peaceful Revolution, has protested at the ECT offices,

wanting to cancel the elections as the country was “not

ready”. On the other side, the People Calling for

Election group has said it will cancel a nationwide

https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-f/
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protest against election delay which was planned for

26 January. [Prachatai]

The ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights were

among those welcoming the announcement, but

urged, as Human Rights Watch had done earlier [APHR,

HRW], that the government allows for an environment

more conducive to free and fair elections, including the

end to all restrictions on free speech. It should also be

noted that this election will be held under a

constitution and electoral laws that weaken bigger

parties in Thailand and the charter includes provisions

that give the current government long-term influence

over future governments.

Further, the ECT plays a crucial role, and going with the

government’s suggestion to hold the polls on March

24, rather than any earlier, instils little confidence in

the ECT’s independence. It might find it truly difficult to

adjudicate any possible electoral fraud and hold any

by-elections and announce the final results by May 9 in

accordance with the constitution. [Bangkok Post]

Another angle on the repeated election delays and the

somewhat bumpy ride of the government is provided

by Nikkei Asian Review, citing sources that claim an

apparent string of miscommunications and lack of

coordination between government and crown. [Nikkei

Asian Review]

The people of Thailand, at least according to a recent

National Institute of Development Administration

(Nida) Poll, are looking forward to casting their vote in

general but remain highly sceptical of the fairness and

freedom in this election. Only about 19% of the

respondents expect the election to be fraud-free.

[Bangkok Post 2] The ECT has furthermore announced

strict rules for parties and candidates to follow with

regards to the usage of social media. They have

circumscribed heavily what a social media post can

contain and how parties and candidates can interact

with such posts. A panel has been set up to monitor

social media in particular and ensure compliance with

the rules. In addition to fighting fake news and undue

defamation, critics claim the measures target more

progressive and media-savvy parties in particular and

can easily be abused. [The Guardian, Khaosod]

 

Thai anti-monarchy activists found dead

(jk) It was confirmed last week that two bodies found in

the Mekong River last month have been identified as

Thai republican activists who lived in exile in Laos since

the coup in 2014. They were aides of a prominent critic

of Thailand's monarchy and the Thai junta who has

https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-yh/
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also disappeared. He was jailed most recently in 2012,

but received a royal pardon in 2013 and then fled to

Laos. [BBC] The National Human Rights Commission

(NHRC) has told the relatives that if a complaint were

to be lodged with police for further investigation, they

could seek assistance from the NHRC. [The Nation]

 

Indonesia: Release of Abu Bakar Bashir

cancelled

(lg) The early release of the radical Muslim cleric Abu

Bakar Bashir, who is suspected to be mastermind

behind the 2002 Bali Bombings, first announced last

week, has been cancelled.

President Joko Widodo said Tuesday that Abu Bakar

Bashir would only be released from jail if he pledged

loyalty to the state and its ideology, after the chief

security minister said the decision to release Bashir

unconditionally had to be reviewed. Widodo declared

further it would only be a “constitutional release” as

long as Bashir fulfils the required conditions, meaning

pledging his loyalty to the Pancasila – which he refuses.

Widodo has been criticized for using Bashir’s release as

a campaign manoeuvre for the upcoming elections in

April to gain support from religious conservatives.

Members of the ruling coalition however expressed

concerns Bashir’s release could instead lead to a loss

of moderate and non-Muslim voters. Widodo also

faced protests from victims and their families as well

as from the Australian government.

 

Indonesia: Former Jakarta Governor Ahok

released

(lg) Last week, Ahok, the former Governor of Jakarta,

has been released from jail. He was sentenced in May

2017 to two years imprisonment after being found

guilty for blasphemy and inciting violence after an

incorrectly subtitled video of him went viral and caused

huge protests in the world’s largest Muslim majority

country. The video occurred after he mentioned in a

speech that political rivals might use verses of the

Koran to say Muslims should not be led by a non-

Muslim. His case raised concerns about pluralism and

tolerance in the country as well as the influence of

Islam in politics. According to media reports Ahok is

unlikely to return to politics but urged supporters to

exercise their right to vote in a letter he had written

behind bars. [Reuters]

https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-nkydkil-l-ji/
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Malaysia: Malaysian royals elect new king

(jk) As widely expected, members of Malaysia's royal

families last week elected Sultan Abdullah Sultan

Ahmad Shah as the new king. His father, Pahang state’s

Sultan Ahmad Shah, had stepped down recently [AiR]

in order to make way for his son, Crown Prince Tengku

Abdullah Sultan Ahmad Shah, who will now take the

throne at the end of this month for a five year term.

[Straits Times] The [SCMP] provides some background

on the selection process and powers of Malaysia’s

King.

 

Myanmar Peace Process

(cc) The international non-governmental NGO

International Crisis group (ICG) released its latest

report on Myanmar entitled “A New Dimension of

Violence in Myanmar’s Rakhine State” on January 24.

The report calls on China to use its influence in

Myanmar to encourage the Tatmadaw to extend its

unilateral ceasefire to Rakhine State. It also details the

recent escalation of clashes between the Arakan Army

and the Tatmadaw as well as the arrests of prominent

Arakanese politicians. Among the suggestions to find a

solution to the conflict in Rakhine, ICG also

recommended to release Rakhine political prisoners

and to include the repatriation of Rohingya refugees in

the political dialogue between the LND government

and Arakanese stakeholders. [Irrawaddy] [ICG] In

addition to the intensification of the conflict with the

AA, recent attacks by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation

Army also undermine any hope of peace in Rakhine

State. Indeed, the government reported a second

attack by the ARSA which injured 3 officers on

Thursday. [Irrawaddy 2]

According to Reuters, an internal note of the Office for

the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA)

estimates that the recent fighting together the ban on

aid activities in Rakhine State “are affecting at least

50,000 people”. Indeed, the local government in

Rakhine state have restricted access to five conflict-

affected townships for non-governmental

organizations and UN agencies. The International

Committee of the Red Cross and U.N. World Food

Programme are the only providers of humanitarian aid

able to access the concerned areas to aid the

thousands of people displaced by the conflicts.

[Reuters]
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Rakhine State is not the only conflict affected area in

Myanmar where the peace process seems moribund.

Indeed, while the Tatmadaw announced a four months

unilateral ceasefire on December 21, on Friday the

Office of the Commander-in-Chief of Defense Services

has warned Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAOs) to stop

trying to expand their areas. In the Statement, the

Tatmadaw accuses EAOs that have not signed the

Nationwide ceasefire agreement including the Kachin

Independence Army (KIA), Myanmar National

Democratic Alliance Army, the Ta’ang National

Liberation Army (TNLA), and the Shan State Progress

Party/Shan State Army but also signatories EAOs such

as the Restoration Council of Shan State/Shan State

Army (RCSS/SSA) and Pa-O National Liberation Army. It

recorded 168 operations of EAOs outside their own

boundaries, 10 extortion of money from civilians, 20

instances of recruitment as well as 10 ambushes

against Tatmadaw troop and 2 anti-vehicle mine

attacks. In reaction to the statement TNLA

spokesperson stated that his group does not have any

ceasefire with the Military and are just operating “as

usual”. On the other hand, for the Karen National

Union, the recent clashes are due to different

interpretation of the NCA.

The Tatmadaw gave EAOs until February 12 to cease

operating outside their areas but did not precise what

the consequences would be if they do not comply.

[mmtimes] [Irrawaddy 3]

 

UN special rapporteur on human rights in

Myanmar calls for the prosecution of

Commander in Chief and other officials

(cc) Yanghee Lee, the UN special rapporteur on human

rights in Myanmar, who just visited Thailand and

Bangladesh to meet with officials and Rohingya

refugees, for the first time publicly called for the

prosecution of Min Aung Hlaing and other Myanmar

officials for genocide against the Rohingya Muslim

minority. In late August 2018 a UN fact-finding mission

qualified the “clearance operations” of the Tatmadaw

in Rakhine State as being conducted with “genocidal

intent”. Following the report, the Human Rights Council

in September established an ongoing independent

mechanism to collect evidences of crimes that could be

used in the prosecution of the perpetrators.

[Irrawaddy] [Reuters] While Yanghee Lee is banned

from entering Myanmar, Christine Schraner Burgener,

the UN special envoy for Myanmar, visited Rakhine

State this week but was unable to access conflict areas.

[Mmtimes]
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International Relations,

Geopolitics and Security

in Asia

 

 

China-USA relations: Washington

announced criminal charges against

Huawei and its chief financial officer

(dql) Ahead of the much-anticipated resumption of

trade talks between senior United States and Chinese

officials in Washington on Wednesday and Thursday,

the US Department of Justice on Monday filed charges

against Chinese tech giant Huawei and its chief

financial officer Meng Wanzhou, daughter of the firm’s

founder, who was arrested in December over

allegations of violating US Iran sanctions. The charges

include bank fraud, obstruction of justice and

technology theft, a major conflict issue in the trade

negotiations. [BBC]

In a related development, Canadian Prime Minister

Trudeau fired John McCallum, ambassador to China,

over his statement that it would be “great for Canada"

in case Washington dropped the extradition request

against the Meng. [CBC]

Meanwhile, China in an attempt to block US tariffs on

Chinese imports triggered on Monday the legal

process on Monday for the World Trade Organization

to hear Beijing’s challenge to U.S. tariffs imposed on

234 billion USD of goods. [CNBC]
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China: Beijing releases footage of ballistic

missile ‘Guam killer’

(dql) In a move to demonstrate China's advancement

in military technology amid an intensifying US-Chinese

military rivalry, Chinese state media released footage

of testing its ballistic missile ‘Guam killer’ which, with a

range between 3,000km to 5,741km, is capable of

targeting US Pacific bases and patrolling warships.

[9news]

 

Cross-Strait relations: List of banned

Chinese tech companies on the way

(dql) Taiwan’s Executive Yuan, the executive branch of

the government, has announced that it is about to

finalize a detailed blacklist of Chinese tech companies.

Government agencies and state-controlled companies

will be prohibited to use equipment manufactured by

those listed companies believed to be threats to

national security. [Nikkei Asian Review]

Taiwan’s move follows the example of other countries

such as the U.S., Australia, New Zealand, Japan, the

U.K. and France which either block or consider banning

the use of products from vendors such as Huawei, with

Washington and London additionally issuing reports

on the risks of using Chinese equipment last year.

Meanwhile, Taiwan’s Institute for National Defence and

Security Research warned that Taiwan’s internet

system is vulnerable to attacks from mainland China

capable of paralysing the country by “damaging or

corrupting submarine cables and related infrastructure

that connect Taiwan to the outside world”. [South

China Morning Post]

 

Japan-South Korea relations remain

strained

(dql) Further complicating currently strained ties

between Japan and South Korea, Tokyo announced

that it is considering canceling a port call by its Izumo

helicopter carrier in South Korea this spring. Several

vessels of Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force,

including the Izumo, were set to be dispatched to

Busan in order participate in a joint exercise during the

meeting of the ASEAN defense ministers and its
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regional partners in the South Korean port city. [Japan

Times]

Meanwhile, South Korean Foreign Minister Kang

Kyung-wha announced at the sidelines of the World

Economic Forum in Davos that South Korea will host

an international conference to highlight wartime

atrocities committed by the Japanese, including sex

abuse. [South China Morning Post]

Since months Tokyo and Seoul have locked in dispute

over whether a South Korean Navy destroyer locked its

fire-control radar on a Japanese patrol aircraft in the

Sea of Japan on Dec. 20 as well as over

compensation payment for South Korean victims of

forced labor during Japan’s colonial rule.

 

South Korea world’s third largest importer

of US arms

(dql) According to data of the South Korean research

institute Defense Agency for Technology and Quality,

released last week, South Korea spent 6.7 billion USD

on US-made weapons from 2008 to 2017, making it the

third-largest importer behind Saudi-Arabia (10.6

billion) and Australia (7.3 billion). In total, the USA

exported 90 billion USD worth of weaponry to

countries across the world over the mentioned period.

[Pulse News]

 

India questions U.N. Security Council’s

authority to address climate change-

related security threats

(ls) India has questioned the U.N. Security Council's

efforts to extend its reach by addressing climate

change-related security threats. Its Permanent

Representative Syed Akbaruddin said overly militarized

solutions to problems which require non-military

responses bring the "wrong actors" to the table.

Instead, India supports a path that promotes

cooperation to achieve the common goal of preventing

and addressing serious disasters linked to climate

change. [Business Today]

Previously, the Maldives’ foreign minister, Abdulla

Shahid, told a U.N. Security Council meeting on “the

impacts of climate-related disasters on international

peace and security” that there is no bigger security

threat than climate change which endangers the Indian

Ocean island nation’s very existence. More than 80 of
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the 193 U.N. member states spoke at the day-long

council meeting and virtually everyone – except the

United States – agreed that climate change was

happening. [Washington Post]

Related security threats are currently visible in India-

Pakistan relations as water has the potential to

become a major flash point between the two

countries. Both have repeatedly accused each other of

violating the World Bank-brokered 1960s Indus Waters

Treaty that ensures shared management of the six

rivers crossing between the two neighbors, which have

fought three major wars in the past 71 years. The latest

dispute is over hydroelectric projects India is building

along the Chenab River that Pakistan says violate the

treaty and will impact its water supply. [Economic

Times]

 

New Indian airbase in eastern Indian

Ocean

(ls) India has opened a third airbase in the Andaman

and Nicobar Islands in order to enhance surveillance

capabilities, particularly with regard to Chinese ships

and submarines entering the Indian Ocean through

the nearby Malacca Strait. The facility has a 1km

runway for helicopters and Dornier surveillance

aircraft with plans under way to extend it to 3km to

support fighter aircraft and longer-range

reconnaissance aircraft. The development needs to be

seen against China’s growing network of commercial

ports stretching from Sri Lanka to Pakistan that India

fears could become naval outposts. [Straits Times]

 

Rohingyas at the India - Bangladesh

border arrested by Indian Police

(cc) A group of 31 Rohingya ethnic people has been

arrested by the Indian police on Tuesday after

Bangladesh denied them entry from India. The group,

who has been living in the Indian State of Jammu and

Kashmir with identity cards from the UNHCR, was

trying to access Bangladesh to flee a crackdown

against illegal migrants conducted by India’s Hindu

nationalist government. The Border Guards

Bangladesh stopped them while they were trying to

cross the border on January 18 and were stuck in the

no-man land as two rounds of talks between border

officials of both sides failed to find a solution.

[Irrawaddy] [Reuters]
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Belt and Road Mediation Panel to be set

up in Singapore

(jk) China and Singapore have agreed to set a up a

dispute resolution panel in Singapore to mediate on

disputes relating to China’s vast Belt and Road initiative

between China and other countries. A MoU to that

effect was signed last week, stating that the dispute

resolution professionals on the panel will be from

China, Singapore and other recipient country under

the initiative. The idea, according to a Singaporean

official, is to establish a “new way of settling cross-

border commercial disputes that better reflects Asian

values and is also tailored to Asia's needs.” Precise

legal and organisational details of the panel are yet to

be worked out. [Caixin]

 

Philippine government expresses interest

in Subic Bay shipyard

(jk) As previously reported, the Philippine government

is looking for a new investor for a major shipyard at

Subic Bay. After the announcement that two Chinese

shipbuilders might have an interest in buying a stake

[AiR], the Philippine government has stated its own

interest in the port. Initially, there was some backlash

about strategic concerns should a Chinese company

buy a majority stake. More recently,  the Defense

Minister stated in Congress: “Why not we take over the

Hanjin and give it to the [Philippine] Navy to manage?"

[Maritime Executive]

 

US-Philippine Alliance woes?

(jk) Towards the end of December last year, Philippine

Secretary of National Defense Delfin Lorenzana called

for a review of the provisions of the 1951 Mutual

Defense Treaty (MDT) between the US and the

Philippines. Despite the tensions not being new to the

US and their allies in general, or to the US and the

Philippines in particular, the potential disagreements

here could become highly relevant against the

background of great power competition in Asia. The

recent contentions come at a time when the US is

creating some uncertainty among its allies casting

doubt even on their own policies and the Philippines

continue to deepen (defence) ties with the PRC. [War

on the Rocks]
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Thai Army seeking approval to buy more

Chinese tanks 

(jk) Last week, the Thai army said it was seeking

cabinet approval to buy 14 more Chinese VT-4 battle

tanks for around 72 million USD. Thailand has already

bought 39 of those tanks in 2016 and 2017 and since

the coup d’état in 2014, Thailand’s defence budget has

risen by more than 20 percent. Weapons purchases

from China have gone up and according to CPG Senior

Research Fellow Paul Chambers, “the junta’s purchase

of tanks, submarines and other military hardware

[from China] should come as no surprise since [it]

tilted towards China following the Obama

administration’s downgrading of ties. It is a policy of

economic realism for Thailand, which itself can be

considered a middle power of Asia.” [SCMP]

 

Malaysia scraps China-backed East Coast

Rail Link plan

(jk) After some speculation and failed renegotiations,

the government in Kuala Lumpur has decided it will

generally continue to welcome all investment from

China and consider it on a case-by-case basis, but it will

not go ahead with the East Coast Rail Link project as it

was deemed too expensive. [SCMP] An official

announcement in writing is yet to be made and it is

unclear whether penalties will incur for the

cancellation.

 

Cambodian PM concludes visit to Beijing

(jk) Cambodian PM Hun Sen has returned from a visit

to the PRC last week where the leaders signed a

number of agreements to promote cooperation on

infrastructure including water supply, highways and

reservoir construction. The two countries further want

to strengthen cooperation on national defence and law

enforcement. [China Daily]

On Friday, the Chinese Ambassador to Cambodia has

announced the commencement of an expressway

construction connecting the capital Phnom Penh to the

deep-sea port in Preah Sihanouk. [Khmer Times]. After

the visit, China had pledged around US$588 million in

aid to Cambodia from 2019 to 2021 and vowed to

further push bilateral trade. [SCMP]
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Background Reading

 

 

Mahatma Gandhi’s relevance in

contemporary Indian politics

(ls) As Saturday’s Indian Republic Day parade in New

Delhi prominently featured Mahatma Gandhi, the New

York Times evaluates his significance in contemporary

Indian politics, holding that he is no longer awe-

inspiring or even relevant, although politicians still

regularly exploit nostalgia for him. In particular, among

Hindu nationalists, part of the demographic base of

India’s governing Bharatiya Janata Party, and among

the Dalits, a class of Indians bound at the bottom of

India’s Hindu society for centuries, he is increasingly

unpopular. [New York Times]

 

The Highest Stage of Colonialism?

(jk) In this lecture at Stanford University in October last

year, Singaporean historian PJ Thum discusses

Singapore’s development under the People’s Action

Party, how its colonial past shaped and shapes its

developmental trajectory, and how Singapore currently

fares in Southeast Asia. He argues for instance that

many laws that subordinated the individual rights to

the needs of the states imposed by the British under

very specific historic circumstances, and designed to

be temporary only, made it into permanent statutes

and laws that continue to exist in Singapore today

[New Naratif].

 

We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please

send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter

to: info@cpg-online.de
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