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Law and Politics in
East Asia

China: Longstanding household
registration system set to be reformed

(dql) Facing an galloping ageing population and a
shrinking workforce, China is considering reforming
the decades-old household registration system to
ease requirements for migrant workers to become
urban residents. The move is part of a national
urbanization policy aiming at boosting the country's
economy by encouraging 100 million people living in
the countryside to move to cities. [South China
Morning Post]

Under the current “hukou” household registration
system, introduced in the 1950s, citizens are classified
as either rural or urban residents depending on where
they were born, with the former enjoying certain land
use rights but officially prohibited from living in cities
or accessing government services in those areas
including education and health care.

Citing the Ministry of Public Security, Xinhua news
reports that a relaxation of the household registration
system in recent years has led to 13.9 million urban
household registrations by rural migrants settled in
cities in 2018. [Xinhua]
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China: Labor activists face public order
charges

(dqgl) Following their arrests in January, last week well-
known labor activists Wu Guijun and Zhang Zhiru,
along with three other activists, have been officially
charged with gathering a crowd aimed at disturbing
public order.

Wu Guijun was previously arrested in 2013 and
released in June 2014 for organizing a protest of
workers at furniture maker Diweixin in Shenzhen
against the firm's refusal to discuss compensation for
the planned closure and relocation of the factory in
2013.

Zhang is the founder of the Chunfeng Labour Dispute
Service Center in 2007 which has been providing
assistance in guiding workers through collective
bargaining with their employers. [China Labor Bulletin]

The arrests are the latest move in a sustained
campaign by the authorities against labor activism
amid heightened tension in the workplace as China's
economy slows resulting in layoffs and wages and
benefits cut. [Air 1/1/2019] [2/12/2018]

Japan: Labor minister survives no-
confidence motion

(dql) Japan'’s labor minister Takumi Nemoto last week
survived a no-confidence motion in the Lower House
submitted by opposition parties accusing him of being
implicated in an attempt by the government to make
the Prime Minister's "Abenomics" economic policy
package appear more successful by using faulty job
data which led to the underpayment of work-related
benefits to more than 20 million people [AIR
5/1/2019].

The motion demanding Nemoto's resignation was
voted down by the majority of the ruling coalition led
by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s Liberal Democratic
Party. [Mainichi]

Japan: Record budget approved by Lower
House
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(dqgl) The Lower House approved on Saturday a record
913 billion USD budget for the fiscal year starting on 1
April, with more than a third allocated (304 billion USD)
for social security programs such as pensions and
health care to cope with the increasingly large part of
elderly people among the population. [Japan Times 1]

Signaling Japan's ageing society, a survey of Japan’s
National Association of Towns and Villages, released
last week, revealed that as of July 2018 out of the
10,956 town and village assembly members 8,442, or
77.1 percent, were aged 60 or over. The average age
stands at 64.2. [Japan Times 2]

Japan: Law banning corporal punishment
of children on the way

(dql) Following recent cases of child maltreatment,
including the death of two girls aged five and 10
resulting from overly harsh ‘disciplining’ actions by the
girls' fathers, the Japanese government is now pushing
for a reform of existing laws to ban corporal
punishment of children by parents, child welfare
facility heads and foster parents. [Mainichi]

Japan's current related laws don't rule out corporal
punishment as means of disciplining children.

South Korea: Main opposition Liberty
Korea Party with new party head
resuming parliamentary work after one-
month boycott

(dgl) South Korea's former Prime Minister Hwang Kyo-
ahn (2015-2017) was elected head of the main
opposition Liberty Korea Party (LKP) at the party's
national convention last Wednesday. He prevailed over
his contenders, former Seoul mayor Oh Se-hoon and
far-right lawmaker Kim Jin-tae, with commanding 50%
of the votes, compared to 31.1% and 18.9%
respectively. [Yonhap 1]

Hwang had been a state prosecutor for 30 years
before joining then President Park Geun-hye's cabinet
as Justice Minister in 2013.

One of the crucial tasks Kwang is facing is to unite the
party in key issues dividing the party such the
impeachment of former President Park of which parts
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of party think it is unjust while others argue that the
LKP should accept it. [Korea Herald]

Meanwhile, the LKP on Monday announced that it will
request the convening of the National Assembly
ending its one month-long boycott of parliamentary
activities over allegations of government abuse of
power, a controversial appointment and a former
ruling party lawmaker's purchases of properties in
cultural zones. [Yonhap 2]

Law and Politics in
South Asia

India: Sitting Lok Sabha BJP lawmaker
joins Congress Party

(zf) Congress leader Rahul Gandhi and other party
leaders joined sitting Uttar Pradesh MP Savitribai Phule
as she announced she would be joining Indian National
Congress. Ms. Phule had publicly quit the BJP in
December 2018, arguing that the party was overly
dividing Indian society. In a statement, she said that
she has joined Congress to “save the constitution and
the country.” Phule is a prominent leader in Uttar
Pradesh’s Dalit community, a highly marginalized
subclass of the Indian population who have historically
been on the lowest rung of the socio-economic ladder.
The development is a clear indication that Congress is
looking to make a comeback in state politics during
this year's elections. [Economic Times] [NDTV]
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Sri Lanka: International Monetary Fund
revives and extends Sri Lanka bailout

(jk) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has agreed
to re-activate a three-year loan worth US$1.5bn, as
well as extending it by one year to mid-2020. An
installment of the fund had not been released back in
October 2018 due to the political and constitutional
crisis that unfolded then and the bail-out was put on
hold. Sri Lanka faces tough financial challenges, owing
several creditors at an economically difficult time.
[Financial Times / Channel News Asia] Its move to give
away a strategically important harbour to the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) on a 99-year lease made
headlines last year and became a poster-child for the
PRC's “debt-trap diplomacy”.

Nepal's tourism minister dies in
helicopter accident

(jk) Nepal's tourism minister Rabindra Adhikari has
died in a helicopter crash alongside six other
passengers as they were identifying locations for new
airstrips in the country’s east. Nepal has long had a
very poor air safety record due to its tricky terrain, low
safety standards and poor management. [Straits
Times]

Bangladesh Foreign Secretary tells
Security Council it can’t take more
Myanmar Refugees

(cc) On Thursday, Bangladesh's Foreign Secretary
Shahidul Haque told the members of the Security
Council that his country cannot welcome any new
Myanmar refugees. The announcement comes amid
new waves of refugees coming from Myanmar due to
the resurgence of conflicts since the beginning of the
year. In 2017, a crackdown against the Rohingya
Muslim minority by the Tatmadaw forced over 700,000
people to flee to the neighboring Bangladesh. The
“clearance operations” have been qualified as being
conducted with “genocidal intent” in a report of an UN
independent fact-finding mission released in late
August 2018. Since then, negotiations between the two
countries have been held to organize the repatriation
of the refugees but 18 months later, no tangible
progress has been made. The UN says the conditions
in Myanmar are not yet met for the safe and dignified
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return of the displaced people. Bangladesh's Foreign
Secretary accused the Buddhist majority country of
“hollow promises and various obstructionist
approaches” in the remarks. [Reuters]

Law and Politics in
Southeast Asia

Cambodia: Government offers political
comeback to opposition leaders - but they
reject

(Is) Cambodia’s ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP)
has amended the political parties law to allow former
members of the Cambodia National Rescue Party
(CNRP) to conduct political activities again. However,
CNRP leaders rejected the move, saying it would
legitimize the dissolution of the party. More than 100
former CNRP officials were banned from politics for
five years in a Supreme Court decision in November
2017. The party was dissolved over allegations party
officials conspired with the United States to overthrow
Prime Minister Hun Sen. In the ensuing election, the
CPP won all seats in parliament. [VOA]

Laos: Government prioritizes child
protection as U.N. cites continued high
malnutrition rates

(zf) Laos' Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Social Welfare
announced a partnership this week with RADION, an
international NGO headquartered in Chiang Mai,
looking to increase official capacities in childhood
education, welfare, and prevention of exploitation. The
program is set to last five years and will cost over
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$600,000. The policy directive comes amid renewed
scrutiny concerning the plight of children in the
country. In a statement this week, the U.N. highlighted
the large numbers of rural children that remain
malnourished, despite the best efforts of international
organizations and humanitarian welfare groups.

For example, in the southern province of Sekong,
nearly half of the child population suffers from
malnourishment according to government sources. In
more assessable areas, it was emphasized that the
combination of increased economic production,
coupled with more reliable access to World Food
Programme assistance, has led to better outcomes.
According to the WHO, an average of 44% of Laotian
children show signs of stunted growth, which is down
from 50% several years ago. [Radio Free Asia]
[Vientiane Times] [WHO]

Malaysia: Pakatan Harapan loses seat in
by-election as ethnic politics take center
stage again

(Is) Malaysia's ruling coalition Pakatan Harapan (PH)
lost a state constituency in Selangor in a by-election on
Saturday. It had won the parliamentary seat in last
year's landslide election victory, but a by-election had
to be called following the death of the lawmaker in
January. The constituency was taken back by Barisan
Nasional, the party of former prime minister Najib
Razak. The loss is seen as a sign of waning popularity
of Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad's alliance. One
reason may be fear among ethnic Malays that
affirmative-action policies favoring them in business,
education and housing could be taken away. [Reuters]

Mahathir leads a coalition government with a broad
range of ethnic representation. It is far less Malay-
dominant than was its predecessor. People of Chinese
and Indian descent hold key Cabinet portfolios. Former
PM Najib Razak seeks to recast himself as a guardian
of Malay rights. More than 60 per cent of the
population of 32 million belongs to the Bumiputera,
the “sons of the soil”, who are ethnic Malays and
natives of Sarawak and Sabah in Borneo. [The Nation]

PH’s loss was also credited to Barisan Nasional's
cooperation strategy between the United Malays
National Organisation (Umno) and the Parti Islam
SeMalaysia (PAS). Commenting on the result, Mahatir
said that such cooperation would most likely not work
in a general election: “They can work together for by-
elections, because a win or a loss is not important,” he
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said. “But for the general election, they cannot work
together. If they do, PAS will be left with nothing.”
[Straits Times]

The evidence of ethnic politics is also illustrated by the
fate of the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), a
political party that shared governmental power with
Barisan Nasional for 62 years. Umno's turn toward PAS
has left them with a problem: looming irrelevance.
With Umno concentrating on its Malay vote bank, the
MCA's shrinking share of the Chinese vote has
rendered it of little value to the coalition. Umno
leaders have even suggested that the MCA “just leave”
the coalition. [South China Morning Post]

Myanmar: Rally in support of changing
the military-drafted constitution

(cc/ls) On last week’'s Wednesday, at least a thousand
people gathered in Yangon to support the move of
Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Democracy
(NLD) to amend the military-drafted constitution. While
the Myanmar Times refers to “hundreds of people”,
Reuters speaks of “thousands”. Numbers of well-
known democracy activists participated at the event,
including U Mya Aye one of the leaders of 88
Generation for who “[t]he amendments should be
based on democracy and the federal system in line
with the Union”. The NLD, however, has not said what
provisions of the constitution it might seek to reform.
[Reuters] [The Myanmar Times]

Myanmar: Northern Alliance offers
ceasefire with Tatmadaw

(cc) Last week, representatives of the Northern
Alliance, a group of four Ethnic Armed Organizations
(EAOs), met for the first time with the government's
National Reconciliation and Peace Center (NRPC) in
China. The Kachin Independence Army (KIA), Ta'ang
National Liberation Army (TNLA), Arakan Army (AA),
and Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army
(MNDAA), offered a bilateral ceasefire with the
Tatmadaw. There was no agreement. Both sides
agreed to meet again next month. In December, the
military announced a unilateral ceasefire, Rakhine
State, however, was not included, and fighting with the
AA displaced over 5000 persons in the conflict-affected
areas. [The Irrawaddy] [The Myanmar Times]
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Philippines: Ressa’s trial postponed after
motioned filed to dismiss libel case

(zf) Maria Ressa, an outspoken critic of Filipino
President Rodrigo Duterte and founder of the
independent newspaper Rappler, filed a motion this
week to dismiss the controversial libel case that has
been brought against her by the Philippines National
Bureau of Investigation. As a result of the motion, Ms.
Ressa’s court date has been postponed in order to give
the prosecution enough time to respond.

Since her arrest last month, Ressa has been consistent
that the case is politically motivated, even going as far
to say that the government is sending a signal to
Rappler because it does not like its reporting. The
developments come amid an international spotlight on
the state of press freedom, especially as a result of
incidents in Myanmar and Saudi Arabia. It could take
up to 30 days for the courts to consider Ms. Ressa’s
motion. [CNN]

Philippines: President Duterte vetoes bill
on children’s rights

(Is) Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has vetoed a
bill that would have banned physical, humiliating, or
degrading acts of punishment or discipline by parents
or teachers on children. The bill took more than ten
years to pass in the House of Representatives and the
Senate. Duterte said that his country should resist
trends in Western nations. Last month, the House
passed a controversial bill lowering the minimum age
of criminal liability to 12. That bill still awaits approval
by the Senate. [Straits Times]

Thailand: Cybersecurity bill passed by
National Legislative Assembly

(Is) Thailand's National Legislative Assembly passed a
cybersecurity bill last Thursday. The bill's most
controversial part empowers the secretary-general of
the National Cybersecurity Commission to send
officials to places believed to be involved in critical
cybersecurity threats as well as to access information
networks without having to seek prior court
permission. Rather, relevant courts could be informed
of such actions afterwards. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Two policemen killed in deep
south

(Is) Two policemen were found dead last week after
being kidnapped in a raid by suspected insurgents on a
teashop in Thailand's southern Narathiwat province.
Though the death toll of the ongoing conflict dropped
to a low last year as Thailand’s military tightened
security, violent incidents became more frequentin
recent weeks, leaving imams and Buddhist monks
dead and hitting security forces protecting schools.
[The Nation] [Straits Times]

Thailand opens Southeast Asia’s first
cannabis plantation - political party
campaigns for more liberalization

(Is) Thailand's first legal cannabis plantation was
officially opened last week, as the authorities work
toward developing cannabis-based medicines that are
affordable for patients. The new indoor plantation is
the first legal cannabis farm in Southeast Asia. The
amended Narcotics Act stipulates that only official
agencies and their partners are allowed to grow
cannabis for producing medicines in the first five years
after egalization. The law aims to prevent private
companies from taking over the cannabis farming
business in Thailand. [The Nation]

Demanding even more liberalization, the Bhumjaithai
(Proud to Be Thai) party is the first major party to
advocate for the recreational use of cannabis.
Bhumijaithai, which also supports a four-day work
week and legalizing ride-share taxi services, is one of
several small parties campaigning ahead of the March
24 general election. The party, which draws its support
from the rural northeast, won 34 of parliament's 500
seats in the last poll. [Reuters]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia
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India - Pakistan: Immediate crisis averted
after Pakistan releases captured pilot but
hostilities resume in Kashmir

(zf/jk) An international crisis was averted this week
after a captured Indian Air Force pilot was released by
the Pakistani government. The pilot had been in
Pakistani air space after the Indian military ordered
pre-emptive and retaliatory strikes into the country as
a response to last month'’s terrorist attacks in Kashmir.
The return of the pilot has led to the collective exhale
of an international community that feared the incident
might have acted as the spark that ignited a widening
of hostilities between the two countries. Pakistan
described the release as a gesture of peace toward
India. In response to the release, U.N. Secretary-
General Guterres praised the development and urged
the two sides to take this as an opportunity to “sustain
the positive momentum and engage in further
constructive dialogue.” [New York Times] [NDTV]

Despite the U.N.'s exhortations, however, it seems that
sustained rapprochement might not be as close as
some hope: six Pakistani civilians and two members of
its military were killed over the weekend as a result of
Indian shelling and mortar fire across the Line of
Control (LoC). Indian authorities claim that casualties
have occurred on their side of the border as well,
including the deaths of a civilian woman and two
children. At this juncture it remains to be seen how the
crisis will continue to unfold. In the first wave of air
attacks into Pakistan that occurred at the beginning of
the week, the Indian Air Force claims that significant
terrorist training camps have been eliminated,
although independent verification of these assertions
have yet to be confirmed. Likewise, the return of its
pilot, along with the opportunity to frame the release
as a Pakistani bow to Indian pressure and military
might, may give Prime Minister Modi an opportunity to
take control of the narrative at home and allow his BJP
government to save face and perpetuate its perception
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as the hawkish, security-focused party in the run up to
this year's national elections.

This point in particular is in India often enforced by
hawkish media outlets, including one partially owned
by a BJP politician [Republic], which has proclaimed
that India has “brought Pakistan to its knees” and that
“India’s decisive battle has begun”, echoing Modi's own
awkward pun on the release being only a “pilot project”
with the “real project” yet to happen. [National
Interest/ India Times] Both Pakistani and Indian media
have run with news stories that were fake, for instance
using older video material of shot down fighter jets
and displaying it as current footage. A relatively
balanced summary of the media reports that were fake
can be found here [Quartz]. In Pakistan, mainstream
media stressed the appreciation of the international
community of PM Khan's move to de-escalate, as well
as a petition that is making the rounds suggesting him
for a Nobel peace prize [Pakistan Today]. PM Khan
himself has already rejected this idea and peace,
despite his rather reasonable talk of constraint - "l ask
India: with the weapons you have and the weapons we
have, can we really afford such a miscalculation? If this
escalates, things will no longer be in my control or in
Modi's." - is far from certain. [Dawn] Modi over the
weekend chaired a meeting of the National Security
Council on Sunday, making a point that the crisis is far
from over. [India Today] Regardless of who is spinning
the narrative, at least for the moment, uncontrollable
escalation between the two nuclear-capable states
seems to have been neutralized. [Guardian]
[Washington Post] [BBC]

As far as the political opposition goes, a Congress Party
(INC) spokesman laid into the ruling party for what it
characterized as the politicization of a serious
international crisis. In an effort to thread the needle
between criticism of the government response and
being careful to deflect accusations of national
disloyalty, Congress noted the courage of the captured
pilot and emphasized the need for national unity while
claiming that the decision to commit the Indian Air
Force to attacks across the border were a risky and
unnecessary escalation of hostilities between the two
nations undertaken primarily as a means to buttress
his nationalist constituency in a time when righteous
anger toward Pakistan was at fever pitch. [The Hindu]

China-USA pact to end trade war near?

(dql) Citing unnamed people familiar with the China-
USA trade discussions, Bloomberg reports that Beijing
and Washington are close to reaching a trade pact that
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would end the tit-for-tat tariff trade war between the
world’s two largest economies. [Bloomberg]

According to Wall Street Journal, progress in the trade
talks in the recent weeks has been made to an extent
that the signing of a formal agreement between Trump
and Xi at their summit around end of March appears
likely. As part of the deal, China is offering to lower
tariffs and other restrictions on American products
while the USA is considering removing most, if not all
sanctions, taken against Chinese products since last
year.

Both parties continue negotiations over remaining
issues such as China's state-owned enterprises, which
Washington argues secures Chinese domestic
companies advantages over US firms, intellectual
property protection and the establishment of a
mechanism to address complaints by US companies.
[Wall Street Journal]

Meanwhile, China’s National People’s Congress,
convening this week, is expected to endorse a law
aimed at discouraging officials from exerting pressure
on foreign companies to hand over technology when
doing business in China, a major complaint of the USA
in the trade talks thus far. [Washington Times]

Trump-Kim second summit ends in failure

(dql) US President Donald Trump and North Korean
leader Kim Jong-un left their much-anticipated second
summit in Hanoi last week empty-handed, with no
written agreement signed and no joint communiqué
issued.

While Trump said that Pyongyang demanded the lifting
of all US sanctions in return for the dismantling of all of
the Yongbyon complex, the research and production
facility at the heart of North Korea's nuclear program,
North Korea's Foreign Minister Ri Yong-ho contradicted
Trump's statement by saying that Pyongyang only
demanded a partial lifting of sanctions. [The Guardian]

In the wake of the failed summit, Seoul and
Washington announced the cancellation of large-scale
joint military exercises ‘Key Resolve’ and ‘Foal Eagle’ in
a move aimed at supporting diplomatic efforts in
achieving denuclearization of the Korean peninsula.
‘Foal Eagle’, a combined field training exercise, last year
involved 200,000 South Korean forces and some
30,000 US soldiers, while 'Key Resolve’, accompanying
‘Foal Eagle’, is a computer-simulated war game
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conducted by military commanders which usually
begins in March and runs for about 10 days.

They are replaced by manoeuvre trainings covering
smaller drills, tabletop exercises and simulations and
involving smaller units such as battalions and
companies. [ABC] [BBC]

China space ambitions: Probe to Mars
scheduled for 2020

(dqgl) Following the successful mission to the far side of
the moon in January [2/1/2019], China is intending to
quickly follow up by sending a probe to Mars next year,
according Wu Weiren, chief designer of China's lunar
exploration program. [CNN]

Since 2003, six crews have been sent into space and
two space labs launched into Earth's orbit. In 2013,
China successfully landed a rover on the moon,
becoming only the third country to do so.

China-Canada relations: Detained
Canadians accused of stealing state
secrets

(dqgl) Citing unnamed Chinese authorities, Chinese
state media Xinhua reports that the two Canadian
nationals Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor, who
were arrested in December shortly after the arrest of
Huawei's chief financial officer Meng Wanzhou by
Canadian authorities at the request of the US
government, are accused of cooperating in stealing
state secrets.

The announcement of the accusations comes a few
days after the Canadian Justice Department confirmed
that it would present Meng's case to a judge for
extradition. The extradition hearing is scheduled for
Wednesday this week. [Hong Kong Free Press]

Japan-Russia relations: Bumpy road
towards a peace treaty

(dql) In a move further complicating talks on a peace
treaty, Moscow has called the alliance between Tokyo
and Washington a threat and impediment to improving
Japanese-Russian bilateral ties. [Japan Today]


https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pltjtud-l-dl/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pltjtud-l-dr/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pltjtud-l-dy/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pltjtud-l-dj/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pltjtud-l-dt/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pltjtud-l-di/

In an earlier move last week, several Russian officials
made a visit to the disputed Southern Kuril Islands on
the occasion of the launching of an underwater fiber-
optic communication line providing local residents with
Internet access. The visit prompted a stern protest
from Tokyo, calling the act “unacceptable”. [TASS]

Moscow's moves comes as relations between Russia
and the USA are deteriorating in the wake of the US
withdraw from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces
Treaty and as Japan's Lower House just approved the
2019 budget allocating a record high of almost 50
billion USD for defense spending including the
purchase of Aegis Ashore missile defense system and
half a dozen F-35A stealth fighters. [Kyodo News]
[Nikkei Asian Review]

Joint venture between India and Russia to
manufacture the Kalashnikov assault
rifles

(jk) Prime Minister Modi laid a foundation stone of a
manufacturing unit last week which will see local
Indian production of the famed Kalashnikov assault
rifles’ newest series, the AK-203. The agreement to fully
localize the production of the small arms was reached
between Modi and Putin at the end of last year and
further emphasizes the close security relationship
between the two countries. The factory's location,
Amethi, has been a Congress stronghold for decades
and is the constituency of the Nehru-Gandhi family
since 1980. [NDTV]

Philippines: U.S. Secretary of State
Pompeo visits Manila, promises support in
the South China Sea

(zf) U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo made a
scheduled trip to Manila this week to discuss relations
between the two allied nations, and especially
concerns over continued Chinese aggression in the
South China Sea. In the meeting, it was reported that
Secretary Pompeo assured officials that the Trump
Administration would provide Manila military support
if under attack by Chinese vessels, as well as promising
to ensure that the maritime region stayed open for
international trade and commercial transit. He
emphasized that any forceful aggression toward
Philippine assets would result in the triggering of
mutual defense treaties.
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In response to Mr. Pompeo’s statements, a Chinese
Foreign Ministry spokesman reiterated the Chinese
view that their vessels are there to maintain territorial
sovereignty and that the U.S. and other foreign ships
should have no trouble in the region as long as they
refrain from starting trouble. [Guardian] [The Hill]

The treaty emphasized by Pompeo is a 68-year old
Mutual Defense Treaty between the two countries
stating that an attack on one of the signatories should
be considered an attack on the other. Interestingly,
however, Filipino President Rodrigo Duterte has been
openly dismissive of U.S. support on the international
stage in the past. Several years ago Duterte announced
an intended military and economic separation from
the U.S.; he has publicly commented on a loss of faith
in America on several occasions. With that said, some
analysts emphasize that besides the bluster, Duterte
has made little substantive efforts to seriously hurt the
relationship.

For example, despite threats to scrap treaties like the
Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement that gives
the U.S. authority to construct facilities on Filipino
army bases, the status quo largely remains in place.
While some have criticized Duterte’s handling of affairs
in the South China Sea as too friendly to Chinese
interests, others argue that his statements should be
seen a balancing act that reflects the changing nature
of hegemonic power in the region: as the economic
rise of China becomes more alluring and difficult to
ignore, it may be in the Philippines’ best interest to try
and deflect the wrath of Beijing while being careful not
to totally marginalize its relationship with the U.S. for
security reasons. [Rappler] [Philippine Star]

Long-awaited signature of Free Trade
Agreement between Australia and
Indonesia

(cc) After months of incertitude over the Australian
Prime Minster Morrison's proposed plan to move
Australia’'s embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, Indonesia
and Australia have finally signed a long-awaited Free
Trade Agreement. While the deal was originally
scheduled to be inked before the end of 2018, anger in
the world’s largest Muslim majority country over the
embassy issue postponed the signature. In December,
Canberra officially recognized Jerusalem as the capital
of Israel but restrained from moving its embassy and
said such move will not happen until peace is achieved.
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The FTA will become law once it is ratified by both
national parliaments. [StraitsTimes]

Rohingya people found on Malaysian
beach

(Is) 34 Rohingya people were found on a beach in
Malaysia on Friday. It was the first of the Muslim
minority group to have arrived in the country by sea
for almost a year. It was suspected that they had been
ferried into Malaysian waters from neighbouring
Thailand by people smugglers. Muslim-majority
Malaysia has long been a favourite destination for
Rohingya, where they are a source of labour in low-
paying industries such as agriculture and construction.
[Straits Times]

The Council of Palm Oil Producing
Countries to send a mission to the EU

(cc) The Council of Palm Qil Producing Countries, an
intergovernmental organization for palm oil producing
countries founded by Indonesia and Malaysia in 2015,
is planning to send a delegation to the EU to contest a
proposed directive that would restrict the use of edible
oil responsible for deforestation. Indonesia is the
world's biggest producer of Palm oil and the adoption
of such directive could impact the country’s economy.
[Reuters]

Singapore to buy four F-35 fighters

(Is) Singapore plans to buy four US-made F-35 jet
fighters to update its ageing current fleet. It opted for
the Lockheed Martin jets over rivals from Europe and
China and will become the third Asian nation after
Japan and South Korea to buy the F-35 jets. Singapore
has one of Asia’s best-equipped militaries. Last month,
its parliament passed the biggest defence and security
budget in the country’s history. [South China Morning
Post]

Background Reading
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What will Indonesian women win this
election?

(Is) In the New Mandala, Dyah Ayu Kartika writes about
Indonesian women supporting political parties and
candidates. Due to their strong social networks, she
holds that they are highly effective foot soldiers in the
grassroots campaign. For her article, Kartika followed
some members of women'’s partisan groups from both
the Jokowi and Prabowo camps as the campaign got
underway. She investigated whether these female
campaigners are a new voice for women'’s issues in
Indonesia’s democracy, whether they can encourage
reforms that are important to women—or whether
they are being instrumentalized by the predominately-
male campaign teams. [New Mandala]

Can Laos afford to be the ‘Battery of Asia?

(Is) Months after last year's deadly disaster at the Xe
Pian-Xe Namnoy hydropower dam in Laos, the Lao
government maintains that investing in hydropower
dams is necessary to eradicate poverty in the country
and boost the economy. However, critics continue to
point out that the Lao people might have to pay the
price through the loss of traditional livelihoods,
degradation of the environment and, on occasions
such as the dam collapse, the loss of lives. The Nation
presents the main arguments in an overview. [The
Nation]

Kashmir’'s armed groups fighting for
independence

(jk) Kashmir continues to suffer from an unresolved
dispute over whether the territory should be part of
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India, Pakistan or be independent. Involved in the
struggle are a number of armed groups that fight for
Kashmiri self-determination. This useful [Al Jazeera]
piece provides some basic background on who these
groups are. One of them, Jaish-e-Muhammad (JeM), is
the group that claimed responsibility for the recent
terror attack in India that set off the recent India-
Pakistan crisis.
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