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developments in law, politics and international
relations in Asia.
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China’s social credit system: Millions
labeled unstrustworthy in 2018

(dqgl) According to the annual report of China’s National
Public Credit Information Centre millions of Chinese
individuals and businesses have been labeled as
untrustworthy under the country's social credit system
and put on an official blacklist in 2018, banning them
from a number of activities such as business
opportunities or transport services. Among other data,
the report reveals that would-be air travellers were
blocked from buying tickets more than 17 million times
while others were barred over 5.5 million times from
purchasing train tickets because “social credit”
offenses. Close to 3.6 million Chinese enterprises were
banned from a various business activities such as
bidding on projects, accessing security markets, taking
part in land auctions and issuing corporate bonds
[South China Morning Post]

The released data reflect an acceleration of the use of
the social credit system in China which had its
beginnings in 2014. While the Chinese government
justifies the system as necessary to maintain social
order in a fast-changing society after three decades of
economic reform with drastic changes in social
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structures, human rights activists criticize the system
as overly rigid exposing individuals to 'Orwellian’
surveillance and public shaming. [ABC]

China: Visitors banned from entering
Tibet

(dqgl) Ahead of the 60th anniversary of the 1959 Tibetan
Uprising against Chinese rule in the Hamalayan region
on 10 March, the Chinese government is barring
foreign travellers from Tibet over a period of several
weeks until 1 April, as confirmed by several Tibet travel
agencies. With heavy security on the ground, Tibet in
this period is almost entirely closed to foreign
journalists and diplomats. [News18]

South Korea: Government under pressure
over alleged blacklist of head of state
agencies

(dqgl) South Korea's government has come under
pressure following reports on the Ministry of
Environment's alleged draft blacklist of government
officials to be excluded from future appointments. A
travel ban on former Environment Minister Kim Eun-
kyung has been issued by the Seoul Eastern District
Prosecutors' Office after it obtained documents
supporting allegations of the Minister's attempts to
remove the chiefs of state agencies appointed during
the previous presidency of Park Geun-hye from the
main opposition Liberty Korea Party. [Korea Times]

The presidential office rejected the allegation
defending the list as a checklist to identify those who
are best qualified for appointment by President Moon
Jae-in. [Korea Herald]

Taiwan: Asia’s first same-sex marriage law
proposed

(dqgl) In a historic move, Taiwan's cabinet approved last
week a draft bill on same-sex marriage, Asia’s first such
bill, which the parliament is expected to vote on in
May.

The move is in line with a 2017 Constitutional Court
ruling stating that the prohibition of same-sex
marriage is unconstitutional and requesting relevant
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authorities to amend or enactment of laws in
accordance with the ruling within two years.

Conservative groups, which had prevailed in
referendum in November in rejecting any
amendments to the Civil Code to allow legalization of
gay unions, vowed to fight the bill. [Reuters]

Activists, too, expressed dissatisfaction as the draft law
gives same-sex couples similar legal protections for
marriage as heterosexuals, marriage in civil law,
however, would remain defined as between a man and
woman. [Independent]

Law and Politics in
South Asia

India: Modi launches income support
program for small farmers, Congress
Party derides plan as ‘bribe for votes’

(zf) Just a few weeks after India released the details of a
cash-transfer scheme for small farmers in its interim
2019 budget, Prime Minister Modi led a ceremony in
Uttar Pradesh late this week to mark the distribution of
its first wave of payments. The scheme, intended to
buttress the incomes of some 120 million farmers, is a
clear sign that BJP plans to forge ahead with its
populist platform in the run up to India’s parliamentary
elections. It remains to be seen, however, how strongly
policies like these will resonate with voters.

Indeed, rival parties are already using the specifics of
the cash-transfer plan to argue against BJP sincerity
regarding struggling rural farmers. In response to Mr.
Modi's announcement, for example, the rival Congress
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Party (INC) directly characterized the plan as a bribe for
votes and emphasized that INC are running on a
minimum income guarantee that would help struggling
families more effectively.

The current scheme allows for an annual payment of
Rs 6,000 (approx. 85 USD) to small farmers, paid in
three installments over the year. In prepared remarks,
Prime Minister Modi argued that past INC schemes
were just empty rhetoric that failed to be properly
implemented. By contrast, he claimed that the
successful rollout of BJP's scheme is evidence that his
government has swiftly made good on its promises.
[Bloomberg] [NDTV] [Hindustan Times]

India: Human Rights Watch report on
vigilante killings

(Is) In a new report published by Human Rights Watch
(HRW), the international NGO addresses the frequent
murders of religious minorities over the consumption
of beef. HRW sees part of the blame on the governing
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The report says, that since
coming to power at the national level in May 2014,
party members have increasingly used communal
rhetoric that has spurred a violent vigilante campaign
against beef consumption and those deemed linked to
it. Between May 2015 and December 2018, at least 44
people, 36 of them Muslims, were killed across 12
Indian states. Over that same period, around 280
people were injured in over 100 different incidents
across 20 states. [HRW]

Since the partition of British India in 1947, which
created Muslim-majority Pakistan, the sizable Muslim
minority in Hindu-majority India have suffered
discrimination and violence. There are an estimated
170 million Muslims in India, and academic research
shows there is actually declining inter-generational
social mobility among Muslims, despite gains for poor
Hindus. [Bloomberg]

India: Mass protests in New Delhi against
sexual violence

(Is) On Friday, thousands of Indians have taken to the
streets in New Delhi to join protests against continuing
sexual assaults of women and girls. Sexual assault has
become a major social issue in India after the horrific
rape and killing of a student on a New Delhi bus in
2012 that made global headlines. In rural India’s largely
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patriarchal system, powerful men often use sexual
violence to control or oppress poorer classes or India’s
arginalized lower-castes. Nearly 1.4 million crimes
against women were reported in the past five years. Of
the 325,000 reported in 2016, 36,500 were rape cases.
Experts say that official figures are just the tip of the
iceberg as many survivors prefer not to come forward.
[South China Morning Post]

Nivedita Menon, professor at Jawaharlal Nehru
University in New Delhi, gives an overview of the
current reform debates regarding India’s criminal
provisions on sexual violence. She addresses the
patriarchal origins of the criminal law, the Criminal Law
Amendment Act of 2013, marital rape, rape by state
armed forces, the appropriate penalty levels as well as
discussions about the expansion of the definition of
rape. [The Wire]

Bangladesh: Chawkbazar fire raises
interrogations over compliance with
building security regulations

(cc) On Wednesday Feb. 20, a fire broke out in
Chawkbazar, a commercial area in Old Dhaka, killing at
least 67 people on the spot and injuring over 40
others. Such tragic events are not uncommon in
Bangladesh, in 2010 a fire in Nimtoli, a kilometer away
from Chawkbazar left 124 people dead which raises
the question of compliance with building safety
regulations in the south Asian country.

Experts have pointed to the Accord of the garment
industry to illustrate that proper surveillance could
help to reduce the risks of fire accidents. According to
one expert, “[t]he only reason why fire accidents in the
garment industry (have) decreased is because Accord
has constantly monitored the factories since 2013". Ali
Ahmed Khan, head of the Bangladesh Fire Service and
Civil Defense, is of a similar opinion and calls for the
creation of a task force combining, law enforcement
forces, city planning and development institutions and
other state bodies. [Reuters]

On Sunday, a writ petition has been submitted with the
High Court asking for the removal of chemical
warehouses, the formation of a judicial inquiry
committee to identify the people responsible for the
fire incident, and the demolition of illegal structures in
the old part of the city. In addition, the writ seeks 3
million Tk in compensation for the victims' families.
[The Dhaka Tribune]
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Former Maldivian president Yameen
detained

(Is) After charges for corruption and money-laundering
were brought against the Maldives’ former President
Abdulla Yameen - see last week’s AiR edition for more
details -, a court has ordered him be held in state
custody until the end of the trial. Yameen was taken to
a remand center on Maafushi, an island near Male. [Al
Jazeera]

Law and Politics in
Southeast Asia

Philippines: Former rebel leader
appointed Chief Minister of Bangsamoro;
UN Secretary-General praises progress on
BOL implementation

(zf) In the wake of successful rounds of voting earlier
this month that created a newly enshrined
autonomous zone in the restive southern Mindanao
region of the Philippines, President Duterte officially
tasked Murad Ebrahim of the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front to lead the interim government in Bangsamoro.
As a result of BOL's ratification, a new autonomous
government will be allowed to implement a myriad of
substantial legal and political changes that have been
sought after by the local Moro Muslim population,
including the right to establish courts of Islamic Law
and the transfer of regional administrative powers to
the local government. In remarks this week, UN
Secretary-General Guterres praised the developments,
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calling BOL a “landmark achievement on the road
toward lasting peace” in the region. Furthermore, he
pledged continued UN support in the transitionary
phase, ensuring all measures will be taken to help
facilitate the capacities of the transition authority to
achieve “peace, democratic governance, and respect
for human rights.” [UN News] [Washington Post]

Philippines: Duterte on undocumented
Chinese workers: ‘let them stay’

(zf) In an apparent about-face, President Duterte
publicly remarked that he is in favor of letting
undocumented Chinese workers stay in the country
without reprisal. The comments come months after he
discussed the possibility of deporting the
undocumented Chinese, albeit with the caveat that
they be given special consideration due to the large
numbers of undocumented Filipinos that reside in
China. Over the past several years, President Duterte
has been criticized for a perceived softness on China,
especially on certain remarks downplaying Chinese
aggression in the South China Sea. In response to the
latest remarks, several opposition leaders took the
opportunity to criticize the President for overseeing
‘favorable rules towards the Chinese’ that put Filipinos
at a disadvantage economically and politically.
[Philippine Star] [Rappler]

Cambodia placed on Financial Action Task
Force (FATF) money laundering grey list

(jk) The FATF is an inter-governmental organisation
fighting money laundering and terrorist financing.
Cambodia, which has yet to prosecute a first money-
laundering case, is not least therefore believed to be
susceptible to the concealment of illicit money flows
and has been put on a watchlist. [Khmer Times]

The move could complicate investments into the
country further and Cambodia already faces the loss of
preferential trade treatment from the European Union
over its human rights record, as mentioned in AiR last
week. The EU has threatened it could exclude
Cambodia from its “Everything But Arms” trade
agreement which allows the country to export to the
EU at zero tariffs. [Straits Times] Investment from
China, in particular to the beach town of Sihanoukville,
continues to flow. China has become the largest
foreign investor in Cambodia as well as the biggest aid
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donor, but not everyone in Cambodia benefits [UCA
News].

Indonesia: Second round of presidential
debate

(jk) When President Joko Widodo and opposition leader
Prabowo Subianto took the stage they were, unlike the
first debate, without their vice-presidential candidates.
Although this time around the Election Commission did
not give the questions to the two camps prior to the
debate, the general mood is that it was once again a
rather lacklustre debate which may not have swung
any undecided voters, which allegedly range from 10 -
20 percent. No clear winner could be made out after
the debate and despite the fact that it was a little
livelier than its previous installation, the main
complaint was that no greater underlying ideas were
raised and discussed that provide any kind of strategic
vision and planning for any of the areas discussed. As
mentioned last week, over 90 minutes of debate, views
on energy, food, infrastructure, natural resources and
the environment were laid out, although not in much
depth due to strict time constraints laid upon the
discussants by the debate's organisers. [Jakarta Post,
Strait Times, The Interpreter]

The impression that the policy content in the rhetorical
contestation in Indonesia’s presidential campaign
remains very shallow, even if the candidates are given
the time to explain in more depth, is further supported
by this [ISEAS] report analysing the “Contending
Rhetoric in Indonesia’s Presidential Elections”.

Three Indonesians arrested over election
video containing false information

(jk) Three Indonesian women have been arrested over
an online video that made false claims about what
President Joko Widodo would do if re-elected. In the
video, it was claimed that he would legalise gay
marriage, ban the call to prayer and force Muslim
women to remove the hijab in public. Widodo has long
been struggling to convince more hard-core voters of
his “Muslim credentials” which is one of the reasons he
chose Ma'ruf Amin, the 75-year old Muslim cleric as his
running mate. Widodo is regularly attacked on this
front and the video was another attempt to exploit
this. Over the past few years in Indonesia, identity
politics and religion have often been used to gain


https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-plldyjl-l-yd/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-plldyjl-l-yd/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-plldyjl-l-yh/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-plldyjl-l-yk/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-plldyjl-l-yu/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-plldyjl-l-jl/

political advantage and to galvanise support or
opposition. [Channel News Asia]

If convicted, the women will face up to six years in
prison for violating the electronic information law and
spreading hate speech. The Indonesian government
has established a new cybersecurity agency last year to
monitor the internet for fake news. [SCMP]

Myanmar: Parliament agrees on the
composition of joint constitution
amendment committee

(cc) On Tuesday, the Parliament came to an agreement
on the composition of a joint constitutional
amendment committee. While the Union Parliament
approved a few weeks ago the proposal to form a joint
committee to amend the military-drafted Constitution,
objections from the military and the USDP delayed
negotiations on the composition and powers of the
Committee. With 389 votes in favor, 192 against, and 3
neutral, the lawmakers agreed that the Committee will
be composed of 18 NLD representatives, 8 military
appointees, two each from the USDP, Arakan National
Party (ANP) and Shan Nationalities League for
Democracy (SNLD), as well as one representative from
each of the then other ethnic political parties in
Parliament, one independent MP and the Amyotha
Hluttaw (upper house) deputy speaker Tun Tun Hein.
The Tatmadaw and the USDP have first refused to
nominate candidate for the committee as they
consider that they should have 25 percent of the seats,
as they do in Parliament according to the 2008
Constitution and the USDP submitted an amendment
bill on Tuesday modifying article 261 of the Charter to
allow for the election of Regional Chief Minister by the
local parliament instead of being nominated by the
President as it currently is the case. [The Irrawaddy 1]
[The Irrawaddy 2] However, on Wednesday, 8
representatives from the Tatmadaw joined the
discussion of the Committee and two representatives
from the USDP were refused access to the meeting
room as they nomination came too late. [Myanmar
Times]

Myanmar: Investment in Rakhine State
could bring up to 4.9 billion USD in 2019

(cc) This week, foreign and local companies, mostly
from the hotel and tourism sector, signed 28
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Expressions of Interest (Eol) to conduct business in
Rakhine State which could represent up to 4.9 billion
USD. Speaking at the Rakhine State Investment Fair in
Ngapali on Friday, Aung San Suu Kyi said that “[f]or too
long the international community's attention has been
focused narrowly on negative aspects related to
problems in North Rakhine rather than on the large
picture that shows the immense potential of this state
for peace and development”. The State counselor
added that “every dollar invested by the private sector
is a vote of confidence in the resilience and potential of
Rakhine and its people”. While Rakhine State does have
relatively unexploited potential, especially regarding
tourism with destinations such as the UNESCO World
Heritage Site of Mrauk-U, some expressed concerns
over the possibility that a strong focus on the economy
could reinforce the marginalization of minorities within
the State. Aung San Suu Kyi herself warned against
irresponsible investment such as “unchecked
expansion of commercial fishery projects” but the
questions of displaced persons and minorities within
the State were not approached during the fair. As an
ethnic Kaman leader, a Muslim ethnic group
recognized as citizen contrary to the Rohingya, asked
Reuters “the question is, can the local communities get
some benefit from it?” [Reuters] [Myanmar Times]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

China-USA relations: Military muscle-
flexing in the South China Sea
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(dqgl) The USS Stethem destroyer and the USNS Cesar
Chavez cargo ship conducted a sailed through the
Taiwan Strait from Sunday to Monday, the second such
transit in a month. The action, likely to be viewed by
Taiwan as a sign of US support amid frosty relations
between Beijing and Taipei, prompted a stern protest
by China which called the operation a “provocative” act
“not conducive to peace and stability in the Taiwan
Strait”. [Channel News Asia]

Earlier last week, US and UK navies conducted joint
maritime security and logistics training in the South
China Sea involving troops of replenishment oiler
USNS Guadalupe and frigate HMS Montrose
participating in a board, search and seizure scenario in
which the Montrose team embarked and secured
Guadalupe, which was acting as a vessel engaged in
high seas trafficking. [Philstar]

Meanwhile, China conducted in January and February a
month of drills in the South China Sea and the Western
and Central Pacific testing its navy, air force and missile
unit in live-fire exercises. The drills involved some the
country's newest warships including guided missile
destroyer Hefei, guided missile frigate Yuncheng,
amphibious landing dock Changbaishan and
replenishment oiler Honghu. [Business Insider]

Second Trump-Kim Summit: US to retain
troops on Korean Peninsula, Japanese to
hold onto sanctions against Pyongyan to

(dqgl) Ahead of the second summit between US
President Trump and North Korean leader Kim this
week, US senior administration officials informed that
U.S. troop withdrawals from the Korean Peninsula
won't be discussed during the summit. This was
echoed by Trump who said that reducing US troops
from South Korea “is not one of the things on the
table” dispersing speculations that removing US troops
might serve as a bargaining chip in the upcoming talks.
[Military Times] [Channel News Asia]

Meanwhile, Japan’'s government informed the USA that
it will continue its freeze on humanitarian and
economic assistance to North Korea for the
foreseeable future despite US considerations of
alleviating sanctions on the Pyonyang in return for
concrete steps toward denuclearization. [Mainichi]

The statement follows US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo’s remark that the U.S. will not ease economic
sanctions on North Korea until it is confident that
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Pyongyang's nuclear weapons threat has been
“substantially reduced” prompting Japanese concerns
whether Washington would change the condition for
sanction relief from complete denuclearization to
substantial risk reduction. [Japan Times]

North Korea: World’'s no 2 in cyber attack
speed

(dql) According to the 2019 Global Threat Report of
California-based cybersecurity technology

company CrowdStrike on cyber threats against the
USA, North Korea is the world's no 2 in cyber attack
speed behind Russia and ahead of China, with a
‘breakout time’ at 2 hours and 20 minutes, compared
to 18 minutes and 47 seconds for Russia and 4 hours
for China. [CrowdStrike]

CrowdStrike defines ‘breakout time’ as the time it takes
for an intruder to begin moving laterally, beyond the
initial beachhead they've established, to other systems
in the network. A defender must detect, investigate
and remediate or contain the intrusion within this
time to prevent the adversary achieving the objective
of stealing or destroying critical data and assets from
deep inside of an organization.

South Korea and India deepening
relations

(dqgl) During Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi state
visit to South Korea last week, President Moon Jae-in
and Modi reached an agreement to deepen military
ties and defense industry cooperation between both
countries. They also agreed to speed up the conclusion
of negotiations on the upgrade of the bilateral free
trade pact. [Yonhap]

Furthermore, six agreements were signed to enhance
cooperation in vital areas, including infrastructure
development, media, start-ups and combating trans-
border and international crime. [Economic Times]

After deadly Kashmir attack: Indian
airstrikes, UNSC condemnation, possible
water cut-offs
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(Is/zf) In the wake of last week’s terrorist attack against
Indian security personnel in Kashmir, India has flown
airstrikes in the Pakistan-controlled side of Kashmir on
Tuesday. The targets have remained unidentified.
Before, more than 100 separatists in Kashmir were
detained in overnight raids. Indian Prime Minister
Modi, who faces a general election by May, said he had
given a free hand to security forces to avenge the
killings in the region disputed with arch-foe Pakistan:
“Security forces have been given complete freedom,
the blood of the people is boiling.” There have been
calls in India for retaliation against Pakistan, which
denies aiding the militants and has threatened to
respond in kind. Pakistan’s military warned India on
Friday against “misadventure”. [New York Times 1]
[Reuters 1] [South China Morning Post]

The United Nations Security Council condemned in the
“strongest terms the heinous and cowardly suicide
bombing in Jammu and Kashmir, which resulted in
over 40 Indian paramilitary forces dead and dozens
wounded on February 14, 2019, for which Jaish-e-
Mohammed has claimed responsibility.” [Economic
Times]

Modi and his BJP government have ramped up its
threatening rhetoric toward Islamabad. As a sign of
continued diplomatic hostilities, the two governments
remain at odds over who is officially liable for the
attack, with Pakistan promising a swift response to any
unwarranted Indian retaliation. For Delhi, the backdrop
of looming national elections, coupled with an angry
constituency fueled by fevered public reaction to the
attack, has led the government to repeatedly threaten
what could be a devastating response: the diversion of
water flows from the northern Indus River that usually
run into Pakistan.

While there has been no official policy directive taken
as of yet, such actions would likely be catastrophic for
everyday Pakistanis: an estimated 80% of Pakistan’s
irrigated agriculture is dependent on the Indus and its
tributaries. However, it remains to be seen if these
statements are meant to be anything more than
political bluster to intimidate Islamabad and assuage
voters in the run up to India’s national elections.

In his tenure, Prime Minister Modi has rarely parsed
words regarding perceived Pakistani aggression, and
it's unlikely that the nativist elements of his BJP party
will advise him to do so now. Indeed, Mr. Modi has
threatened closing off water supplies as recently as
2016 in response to previous terrorist attacks. Some
analysts suggest, however, that India seems more
willing to make good on its threats this time around, as
Pakistan's strong diplomatic relationships with China
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and Saudi Arabia limit the economic burdens India can
realistically impose.

Guidelines pertaining to relevant water-usage laws
between the two countries are governed by obligatory
mandates agreed to in the Indus Water Treaty, a World
Bank sponsored agreement that was signed in 1960.
While both sides have been critical of aspects of the
treaty in the past, it does complicate arbitrary policy
changes. [Wall Street Journal] [The Economist] [Al
Jazeera] [New York Times 2]

Meanwhile, violence has begun to sporadically erupt
along the border between Indian and Pakistani control
of Jammu and Kashmir, otherwise known as the Line of
Control, or LoC. Specifically, Indian officials report that
Pakistan has violated the Ceasefire Agreement that
was signed between the two nuclear-capable states in
2003 several times this week. Ceasefire violations,
however, are not a new phenomenon along the LoC:
India claims Pakistan has violated the agreement over
2,000 times in 2018 alone. Despite repeated
international calls for restraint, India says it is
responding to the transgressions ‘strongly and
effectively. [Economic Times] [NDTV]

In the days following the attack, isolated incidents of
students from Kashmir being beaten up or evicted
from their accommodation in northern Indian states
were reported in local media. Twenty Kashmiri girls in
the northern city of Dehradun were forced to lock
themselves in their hostel after protesters gathered
outside to demand their eviction. Two other colleges in
the city issued public statements saying they would not
admit Kashmiri students in the next academic year. In
response, India's Supreme Court has ordered the
government to protect Kashmiri people from attacks in
apparent retaliation. [BBC]

Saudi Arabia vows to invest in India and
Pakistan

(Is) On his visit to New Delhi, Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman said his country would work
with India to counter terrorism and expected Saudi
investments in India to be worth US$100 billion over
two years. The Crown Prince arrived in India on
Tuesday (Feb 19) after a visit to Pakistan where he
pledged US$20 billion in investment. Bin Salman'’s visits
came amid growing anger in India against Pakistan
over the Pulwama attack, and the Crown Prince had to
walk a fine balance between South Asian rivals. [Straits
Times]
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Saudi Arabia is one of India’s key crude suppliers, along
with Iran and Irag. Since taking office in 2014, Indian
Prime Minister Modi has sought to attract Saudi
investment in trade, infrastructure and defense. Two-
way trade was worth US$27.5 billion last year. Bin
Salman said Saudi Arabia has invested nearly US$44
billion dollars in India since Modi's visit to his country
in 2016. [South China Morning Post]

Lockheed offers new F-21 fighter jet
configured for India

(Is) The U.S. defense firm Lockheed Martin has offered
India a new combat jet to be made locally, the F-21, in
an attempt to win a large military order worth more
than $15 billion. The company will build the plane in
collaboration with India’s Tata Advanced Systems.
Previously, Lockheed had offered its F-16 fighter used
by countries around the world for the Indian air force’s
ongoing competition for 114 planes to be made in
India. Lockheed is competing with Boeing's F/A-18,
Saab's Gripen, Dassault Aviation's Rafale, the
Eurofighter Typhoon and a Russian aircraft. [Reuters]

Nepal chooses Chinese over Indian
railway standards

(Is) Nepal will use Chinese gauge standards for a
planned nationwide rail network, its transport minister
said, in a move seen intertwining the Himalayan
country more deeply with its northern neighbor on the
economic and security fronts. The decision is a
disappointment for India which uses a wider gauge
and tries to keep its influence in the landlocked nation.
The Nepali government is considering building a line
spanning the country lengthwise from east to west, as
well as a northern route linking it with China. Decisions
on Nepal's northern link with China may be made at
April talks in Beijing, the transport minister said.
[Nikkei Asian Review]

U.S. vows to support the Maldives
financially

(Is) Last week, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
met with Maldivian Foreign Minister Abdulla Shahid in
Washington, D.C. The visit is the highest-level
engagement between the two countries since the
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November 2018 inauguration of Ibrahim “lbu”
Mohammed Solih as president, whose victory was
welcomed by the United States and India alike.
Pompeo expressed the intention to work with
Congress to provide $9.75 million in additional
assistance for the Maldives. The two sides also
discussed ways in the which the United States might
offer help to the Maldives in managing its overseas
debt and public finances - a clear reference to debts
incurred by Chinese-financed infrastructure projects in
the island state. [The Diplomat]

Singapore’s defence minister and launch
of one of four new submarines for
Singapore’s Navy

(jk) Singapore’s defence minister spoke last week at the
launch of the first Type 218SG submarine in Kiel,
Germany. He said Singapore faces numerous threats in
the maritime domain and noted defence spending in
Asia has risen by about 61 per cent from 2008. The
submarine is specialised in operating in the waters
around Singapore, particularly in the shallow and busy
waters of the Malacca Strait and the region in general.
The submarine will undergo sea trials in Germany and
is scheduled to be delivered in 2021. [Defense News]
Three more Type 218SG subs are being constructed
and once delivered, shall replace some of the Navy's
older vessels.

Prior to attending the ceremony in Kiel, there was
some criticism about the minister’s replies in a
[Deutsche Welle] interview at the Munich Security
Conference. He stated that the cost of conflict in the
South China Sea was 'too high', which to some
suggested a sense of strategic fatalism towards what
the People’s Republic of China has done in the South
China Sea and that Singapore had somehow accepted
Beijing's fait accompli and its continued behaviour
there. His unveiling of what will be “by far the most
sophisticated submarine in the region” [Channel News
Asia] suggests a different mindset, however.

Memorandum of Agreement signed
between Philippines and Japan to
facilitate economic cooperation, includes
grants for Mindanao

(zf/jk) Japan and the Philippines have formally
announced the intention to implement around US$30
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million worth of grants meant to assist the Philippines
on a wide array of economic and infrastructure-based
proposals. Money has been set aside for various joint
projects, including in the sectors of transportation,
health care, water management, and agriculture.
Tokyo says another US$7.5 million will be marked
solely for various projects in the troubled Mindanao
region, including grants for road network development
and general livelihood assistance. [Philippine Star]

According to a senior Filipino government official, the
Philippines remain at the same time open to Chinese
investment despite limited public support for some of
Beijing's moves. While China is the Philippines’ largest
trading partner, Japan invests most in terms of official
development aid. According to a survey last month, 60
per cent of Filipinos find China “not so trustworthy” or
“not trustworthy at all”. [SCMP]

Background Reading

Book Review: ‘Media’s Shifting Terrain:
Five Years that Transformed the Way
India Communicates’ by Pamela Philipose

(Is) Maitrayee Chaudhuri reviews Pamela Philipose's
book 'Media’s Shifting Terrain: Five Years that
Transformed the Way India Communicates', which is a
comprehensive account of the changes in Indian media
and its politics. She writes that the book is remarkable
in the manner that it weaves in multiple processes and
moves from online to offline events and captures both
the larger economic, political and technological
developments and the feel of the “raw, youthful
mediatized presence” in the events that it addresses.
[The Wire]
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