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Dear Reader,

Very welcome to your weekly ‘Asia in Review’ with the
most important news on geopolitics and international
relations as well as constitutional politics, law reform

and governance in Asia.

As always, we appreciate your feedback, which helps
and motivates us. If you have any comment or
suggestion please share it with us.

With the best wishes,

Henning Glaser

Director, German-Southeast Asian Center of Excellence
for Public Policy and Good Governance (CPG)

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU/
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Law and Politics in
East Asia

China: White Paper hails government'’s
reform achievements in Tibet

(dgl) Contradicting international criticism of growing
repression on religious freedom in Tibet, the White
Paper “Great Leap - Sixty Years of Democratic Reform
in Tibet”, released by the State Council Information
Office last week, hails the achievements of the
government's reform policy in Tibet over the period of
six decades since 1959 stating that “with the strong
support of the central government and the rest of the
country, the ethnic peoples of Tibet have spared no
effort in forging ahead and transforming their poor
and backward old land into a beautiful new home that
is economically prosperous and socially advanced, with
a sound ecological environment where people live in
happiness and contentment.” [Tibet White Paper 2019,
in English, in Chinese]

At the same time, the White Paper signals a tougher
stance towards the Dalai Lama, compared with the
previous White Paper of 2009. While the latter stated
that “the Central Government will keep the door open
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for the return of a patriotic 14th Dalai Lama” [Tibet
White Paper 2009, in Chinese], this year's document
omits this wording and accuses the Dalai Lama of
upholding a “sentimental affection towards the dark
and backward system of feudalism and serfdom” in
Tibet.

Earlier in March, the Dalai Lama in an interview with
Reuters announced that it was possible that after his
death his incarnation could be found in India, his exile
since 1959, prompting a protest from Beijing which
insists on a reincarnation of the Dalai Lama in
compliance with Chinese laws and regulations.
[Reuters] [South China Morning Post]

China: High profile corruption cases

(dql) Last week, two former high ranking officials were
expelled from the party and sentenced to
imprisonment respectively. While the Central
Commission for Discipline Inspection announced that
it has expelled the former president of the
International Criminal Police Organization (Interpol)
and former Vice-Minister of the Ministry of Public
Security for of abusing his power to finance an
extravagant lifestyle and committing serious violations
of the law [South China Morning Post], a court
sentenced the country's former head of the powerful
cyberspace administration to 14 years in prison for
accepting bribes worth close to 5 million USD
between 2002 to 2017. [Hong Kong Free Press]

China: Renown university suspends
professor for criticising Xi Jinping

(dqgl) Reflecting tightened restrictions on academic life
in China, a law professor at Tsinghua University has
been suspended and placed under investigation by the
university for openly warning of deepening repression
under President Xi Jinping's rule. [New York Times]

In February, a constitutional law textbook of a US-
educated professor at Peking University, known for his
advocacy of constitutionalism and judicial reform, has
been pulled from book shops. [AIR 1/2/2109]

South Korea: President suffers defeat in
ministerial nominations
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(dql) In a blow to his planned cabinet reshuffle [AIR
4/3/2019], President Moon Jae-in withdrew his
nomination for the Science and ICT Minister post
following revelations of 30 records of overseas
business trips, which the candidate made with his wife
using state-funded research money, and luxury
Porsche and Mercedes-Benz vehicles owned by his two
sons.

In a related development, the Land, Infrastructure and
Transport Minister nominee, faced with growing
pressure over accusations of real estate speculation,
voluntarily bowed out of the nomination. [Korea
Herald] [Korea Joongang Daily]

Japan: Local election campaigns kicked
off

(dqgl) Last Friday, election campaigns began in 41
prefectures and 17 major cities in Japan to select
assembly members, with major campaign issues
including revitalizing local economies, aging,
population decline and assistance for the elderly and
working mothers.

The focus of attention is whether the ruling Liberal
Democratic Party will maintain its majority of
seats. [Japan Times]

Japan: 171 deaths of foreign trainees in six
years

(dql) A recent probe into Japanese firms using the
state-sponsored 'Technical Intern Training Program’
revealed shocking results. According to the Ministry of
Justice, from 2012-2017, 171 foreign interns died
during their internships, with 28 of the deaths due to
accidents, 59 due tosickness, and 17 suicides,
including one case in which a trainee was given only
four days off over more than three months. The
Ministry furthermore admitted 43 cases unreported by
the organizations supervising the trainees’' programs
or not included in the ministry's records. [Japan Times]

Taiwan: Cabinet approves bill for
referendum on cross-strait agreements
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(dqgl) Last week, the Cabinet approved a bill setting high
legislative thresholds for the passage of any potential
political agreement with China and subjecting any such
deals to a national referendum. The draft bill will be
submitted to the Legislative Yuan for review during the
current legislative session.

According to Premier Su Tseng-chang, the push to get
the amendment passed early this session is a response
to Chinese President Xi Jinping's proposal of the "one
country, two systems" model for unification with
Taiwan in his ‘Letter to the Taiwanese Compatriots'on
January 2 [AIR 2/1/2019], which was followed by

calls for negotiations with representatives of various
sectors in Taiwan on the issue. [Focus Taiwan]

Mongolia: New laws raised concerns over
fate of country's young democracy

(dqgl) The Mongolian parliament last week approved
amendments to the Laws on the Legal Status of
Judges, Public Prosecutor's Office and Anti-corruption
allowing the National Security Council to revoke the
mandate of chief judges and the heads of the public
prosecutor's office and anti-corruption agency.

The move, which comes at a time when two-thirds of
the 75 lawmakers are investigated over allegations of
embezzlement of public funds, was followed by

the dismissal of the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court
and removed the Prosecutor-General and his deputy
from their official positions a day after the
amendments.

Critics voiced concerns over the threats posed by these
laws to the separation of powers and systems of
checks and balances in the country. [Transparency
International] [Foreign Policy]

Law and Politics in
South Asia
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India: Modi officially kicks off reelection
campaign as Congress looks to capitalize
after guaranteed income announcement

(zf) Prime Minister Modi officially kicked off his
reelection campaign this week with three successive
rallies across northern India. During the events, Mr.
Modi's promise of a ‘new India [that is] in tune with its
glorious past,’ expresses a vision for the country that is
undoubtedly popular with his supporters, yet slightly
contradictory on its surface. The rhetoric seems to be
in line, however, with what Mr. Modi has come to
represent in India: a leader with deeply nationalistic
and Hindu-centric tendencies that looks to fashion
himself as a new vanguard of Indian power and
prosperity. While his party has also sought to
emphasize economic well-being for all if they are
reelected, there has been widespread media criticism
of the current government’s handling of its economic
affairs, including a widely panned currency
discontinuation scheme, high rates of unemployment,
and lackluster job creation mechanisms [New York
Times] [Economic Times]. Meanwhile, the Indian
National Congress Party (INC) has sought to emphasize
these insecurities. In light of last week's announcement
of a guaranteed basic income scheme of $1000 per
year for 50 million of India’s poorest families, some
pollsters have claimed that it will help move votes in
the opposition’s camp when the polls go live later this
month. While it has been broadly admitted that the
announcement has reinvigorated Congress in the run
up to the elections, some have criticized the plan for its
apparent lack of funding specifics and emphasized that
while technically possible, it would likely be a difficult
policy to properly implement. [Economic Times] [Al
Jazeera] [Reuters]
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India’s Congress Party struggles to make
formidable coalition as elections loom

(zf) With the first day of Indian parliamentary elections
slated to begin on April 11th, it has been reported that
India’s main opposition party, Indian National Congress
(INC) are struggling to create a formidable alliance with
smaller regional parties across the country to contest
Prime Minister Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). In
the run up to the polls, INC leader Rahul Gandhi has
made it a priority to maintain a grand alliance of sorts
with smaller parties across the nation in order to
prevent state-level splits among local constituencies
who are unwilling to vote against their preferred party,
even if INC represents the nation’s best realistic chance
to unseat BJP. In a sign that this strategy is faltering,
officials in several regional parties have claimed that
some INC leaders are undermining that goal with an
unwillingness to take a backseat to regional politicians,
many of whom remain broadly popular on a local level.
As an illustration of the tensions that persist, Kumari
Mayawati, president of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP)
whose pro-Dalit (lower-caste) constituencies propelled
the party to the third-largest vote getter in the 2014
national elections, said that her party's many
disagreements with INC were catalyst toward the
creation of BSP alliances with different local parties.
When asked for an explanation, a BSP spokesman said
that one of the reasons they rebuffed Congress was
due to its insistence that they hold the state’s
parliamentary seats outright, instead of going into an
alliance with the party on a condition that they would
form an inter-party coalition. Indeed, some INC leaders
are skeptical of any alliances and insist that they will
need to rebuild their majority on their own terms, not
by kowtowing to the whims of regional parties that
they may or may not agree with policy-wise. It remains
to be seen, however, how these alliances (or lack-
thereof) will affect voter’s perceptions. It is clear,
however, that BJP remains the frontrunner in the polls
and seems to be the consensus pick among analysts
when asked to predict the election’s outcome.
[Reuters] [Economic Times]

Pakistan military courts cease to function
after four years

(jk) After failing to convince the opposition and
therefore failing to secure a sufficient majority, the
government of Pakistan was not able to extend the life
of its special military courts which were set up in 2015.
The special military courts tried civilians on terrorism
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charges. The government wanted to give an extension
of further two years to the military courts, but the
government did not meet the March 30 deadline.
Regular courts will now handle terrorism cases. [Dawn]

Bangladesh: Digital censorship after the
Digital Security Act

(jk) After news outlet [Al Jazeera] published an essay in
which it explores allegations against the PM's security
advisor of having privately used military intelligence
agents to abduct and interrogate people to settle a
business dispute, access to the page was swiftly
blocked across the country. [The Wire] Over recent
months, the shutting down of online content or entire
websites has increased in Bangladesh and despite the
Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission (BTRC) denying government involvement
in blocking the website, suspicions are high, not least
since the controversial Digital Security Act was passed
in 2018. [Dhaka Tribune]

Maldives: Court orders release of former
Maldives president Yameen

(jk) Former President Yameen, who was arrested
earlier this year on charges of money laundering, was
released from custody. The High Court said the
prosecution has not provided evidence that would
warrant an extension of custody. His former party, the
Progressive Party of Maldives- of which he is not a
member anymore, will contest in parliamentary
elections this coming weekend, contesting for 87
parliamentary seats. [ATimes]. A freeze on his bank
accounts (holding about $6.5 million) has been
temporarily lifted as well but it is currently unclear
whether the freeze will be reinstated [Raajje]. In any
case, the court said the investigations and the case
against him will proceed. [The Hindu]

Law and Politics in
Southeast Asia
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Brunei: New law includes death penalty
by stoning for adultery and
homosexuality

(Is) Beginning on 3 April, statutes allowing the death
penalty by stoning for adultery and gay sex will go into
effect in Brunei, according to an announcement posted
by the country’'s attorney general last year that has
only recently received notice. The country announced
already back in 2013 that it intended to create harsh
Islamic laws that included statutes allowing stoning
and amputation, but has now moved forward with
these plans. [New York Times]

Homosexuality is already illegal in Brunei, with a
punishment of up to 10 years in prison. The new law
will apply to Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Observes,
however, do not expect that stoning will actually be
executed. Brunei has had the death penalty on the
books since it was a British protectorate, but in
practice executions are not typically carried out.

In response to the news, American actor George
Clooney has called for a boycott of nine Brunei-owned
hotels, including the Beverly Hills Hotel in Los Angeles.
[South China Morning Post]

In a government statement, Brunei defended the
move. “The (Sharia) Law, apart from criminalizing and
deterring acts that are against the teachings of Islam,
also aims to educate, respect and protect the
legitimate rights of all individuals, society or nationality
of any faiths and race,” the statement said. [Reuters]

Cambodia: Land returned to indigenous
communities

(Is) In an unprecedented move, Cambodia has
returned land taken a decade ago from indigenous
communities for a Vietnamese company's rubber
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plantation. Overall, 64 areas were excluded from land
concessions, including forests, wetlands and burial
grounds that belonged to a dozen indigenous
communities. Since the early 2000s, Cambodia has
awarded large pieces of land as concessions to foreign
companies for mines, power plants and farms. Human
rights lawyers say that such deals, which covered more
than a tenth of the country's surface area by 2012,
when Prime Minister announced a moratorium, have
displaced more than 770,000 people. [Straits Times]

Indonesia: Fourth presidential debate
ahead of elections

(Is) At the fourth presidential debate ahead of the 17
April presidential and parliamentary elections,
Indonesian presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto
and incumbent president Joko Widodo focused on the
nation’s defense budget and foreign policy. Prabowo
said he would significantly boost defense spending to
better prepare the nation’s armed forces against any
external threats, whereas “Jokowi"” advocated for
bolstering the technical capability of the forces.
Prabowo trails Jokowi, who enjoys high approval rates,
by double digit points in most opinion polls.
[Bloomberg]

One dominant topic in this election campaign has been
the worry over economic stability and costs of living.
The economy has so far fallen short of Jokowi's
promised figure, the rupiah saw a months-long slump
and Indonesia’s budget deficit went up. Another
relevant issue has been religiosity. The same Islamist
groups that brought about former Jakarta governor
Basuki's downfall have called on Muslims to vote
against Jokowi and the political parties that backed the
former governor. [Straits Times]

Laos: UN human rights rapporteur
criticizes government focus on big
projects at expense of poor

(zf) Despite being one of the fastest growing
economies in Southeast Asia, Laos has been criticized
this week by a UN human rights expert for uneven
access to economic success and a tendency for the
government to focus on big infrastructure projects at
the expense of the poor and marginalized. The
rapporteur, Phillip Alston, made the remarks after an
officially mandated 11-day visit to the country to
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investigate the economic and rights-based realities of
ordinary Laotians.

Specifics of Alston’s critique focus on the forced
displacement of local populations from large
infrastructure projects, a lack of substantial revenue
streams generated from these projects that might
bolster social spending coffers, stubborn poverty and
child malnutrition statistics, and a disregard for
women and ethnic minorities in the government's
decision-making processes.

In response to the critique, a Lao foreign ministry
official suggested Mr. Alston was biased and failed to
take into account the progress that has been made in
the country. He also claimed that NGOs may have
specific agendas that show an incomplete picture of
what is happening on the ground.

According to the World Bank, Laos has made strong
improvements over the past several decades in wide
range of domains, including overall GDP, primary
school enrollment, life expectancy at birth, and poverty
headcount ratios [World Bank]. With that said, there is
little doubt that progress is uneven and that inequality
and child malnutrition statistics remain troubling
[U.N.]. Overall, the upshot may be that both the U.N.
and Laotian government should rightly acknowledge
the progress that has been made, yet commit to
staying alert and responsive to the significant progress
that has yet to be realized. [Bangkok Post] [Washington
Post] [Reuters]

Malaysia: Criminal trial against former PM
Najib Razak to begin on Wednesday

(Is) The long-awaited corruption trial of Malaysia’s
embattled former prime minister Najib Razak will start
on Wednesday, Kuala Lumpur’s High Court has ruled.
The trial, which is related to the TMDB corruption
scandal, had been scheduled to begin in February, but
was postponed twice due to procedural issues and
appeals filed by Najib's defence team. Najib faces
seven charges linked to a subsidiary of TMDB. These
relate to 42 million ringgit (US$10 million) which were
found in his personal bank accounts. The scandal
contributed to Najib’s downfall last May, when his
Barisan Nasional coalition was forced from power for
the first time in 61 years by the Pakatan Harapan
coalition that campaigned on an anti-corruption
platform. [South China Morning Post]
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Myanmar: Penal code amendment allows
for life imprisonment for rape

(cc) While activists, political representatives and other
stakeholders were advocating for a change in criminal
law since the shift to a quasi-civilian government in
2011, the Union President finally approved a new
penalty of life imprisonment for rape of women and
children. Previously, the law was allowing for up to 20
years in jail, but in practice, judges rarely used the
maximum sentence for such crimes.

However, a major issue with the amended provision is
the lower penalty for “whoever commits rape against a
woman who is his wife and is not under 12 years of
age”, which can be punished by a maximum of two
years imprisonment and/or a fine. Women'’s rights
activists have been working on a draft bill for the
protection against gender-based violence for almost a
decade but numerous representatives are opposing
the criminalization of marital rape, curbing the drafting
process. While the amended penal code does
recognize it, the drastically lower sentence cast doubt
on whether or not this recognition can have any
positive impact in practice. Moreover, the new
sentence only concerns the rape against women and
children and not against men, which reinforces the
stigmatization and marginalization of male victims and
goes against established international legal standards
on that matter. [The Myanmar Times]

Philippines: Rappler CEO arrested again
on charges regarding foreign ownership
laws

(zf) In a move that suggests further government
pressure to silence its media critics, Rappler's CEO and
co-founder Maria Ressa was arrested again this week
under allegations of presiding over an organization
that violated Filipino anti-dummy laws that prevent
domestic media outlets from being owned or
otherwise managed by a foreign entity. The new
charges against Ms. Ressa suggest that she allowed a
U.S.-based firm known as the Omidyar Network Fund
to intervene in its operations management duties in
2011.

She had previously been arrested in February over
digital libel allegations. Over the past several years,
Ressa has operated her news outlet under a cloud of
official suspicion and a deluge of legal proceedings. At
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the time of writing, she has seven outstanding charges
against her that are running though the national
justice system, including defamation, tax evasion, and
securities-based violations. Critics of the charges,
however, argue that they are primarily a result of
political disagreements and the organization’s hard-
nosed coverage of the Duterte Administration.

Ressa has claimed that political attacks against her
organization became aggressive in 2016 after a
Rappler exposé purported to show that some Duterte
campaign employees were knowingly spreading
inauthentic content over the Internet to increase the
chances that he would be elected.

Although campaign personnel have been adamant that
they were not engaged in any foul play during the last
election, recent actions taken by Facebook seem to
corroborate Rappler's reporting: a network of
Facebook pages linked to a businessman who
managed Mr. Duterte’s social media presence were
taken down on Friday with evidence that they had
engaged in deceptive behavior. [New York Times]
[Bloomberg] [Philippine Star] [Reuters]

Philippine police kill 14 farmers, suspect
them to be communist rebels

(Is) The Philippine police has killed 14 people whom
they suspected to be communist rebels in the central
Philippine island of Negros. Police said that the
suspects opened fire on officers conducting weapons
raids. Rights groups said the victims were all farmers
and called for an independent investigation. Negros is
home to the country’'s wealthiest landowners and its
poorest farm workers. [DW]

Thailand: Inconsistencies in election
results; computer crime charges against
critics

(Is) As the uncertainty over the formation of the next
Thai government continues, the Election Commission
(EC) released the unofficial election results, revealing
the votes each party had gained. However, the EC
continued to come under criticism over discrepancies
in the figures. According to the release, the pro-junta
party Phalang Pracharat had won the popular vote
with more than 8.4 million while Pheu Thai came
second with 7.9 million votes. Invalid votes accounted
for 5.57% or about 2.1 million votes. The voter turnout
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jumped to 74.7 per cent compared to the 65.96 per
cent that were announced on the election evening.
Several other figures shown in the documents

provided by the EC were inconsistent. [The Nation]

Meanwhile, on Wednesday, nine persons were
arrested and charged with cybercrime for sharing
news, which claimed that two Election Commissioners
were fired after voting irregularities were discovered.
Police said the false news caused severe “confusion
and panic”. All nine suspects were charged with
violating the Computer Crime Act, which carries a
maximum penalty of five years in jail. [Khaosod English

1]

In a separate development, the prosecutor’s office said
it would decide in April if it would move forward with a
computer crime case against party leader Thanathorn
Juangroongruangkit and two senior party members for
criticizing the ruling junta in June last year. It originally
scheduled the decision for last week, but said it
needed additional evidence from investigators.
[Khaosod English 2]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

The Venezuelan Crisis and its Eurasian
Implications

[jk] Some people today argue we are in a new Cold War.
Are we also seeing signs of a new Cuban Missile Crisis?
Albeit lower stakes, the overall picture is much more
complex. Henning Glaser takes a close look at
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Venezuela and how the crisis there is increasingly
internationalised. As red lines are drawn, the US puts
its most foundational foreign policy strategy - the
Monroe Doctrine - on the line. The crisis and major
powers involved in it reflect much larger shifts and an
ongoing re-calibration of the international system as a
whole. [AIR Special Feature, April 2019]

China-USA trade talks: Progress made, but
no details revealed

(dqgl) Last week another round of high level Chinese-US
trade negotiations ended, with both sides confirming
that progress has been made while refraining from
disclosing details. [Reuters]

In a latest development, China on Sunday announced
the extension of a suspension of retaliatory tariffs on
U.S. autos and the inclusion the opioid fentanyl in a list
of controlled substances. Beijing's move is believed to
create a positive atmosphere for trade negotiations

in this week in Washington. [Yahoo News]

For a sceptical view on the chances that China will give
up intellectual property theft, a major issue in the
Chinese-US trade talks, see Grant Newsham in [AND
Magazine].

Cross-Strait relations: Chinese fighter jets
crossed the Taiwan Strait's “median line”

(dqgl) Taiwan on Sunday condemned what it called a
"reckless" and "provocative" move by China which
"seriously impacted regional safety and stability" after
two Chinese fighter jets crossed a maritime border
separating the two sides for the first time since years.
Taipei scrambled aircraft to intercept two Chinese J-11
planes. [CNN]

Beijing's move comes after the Trump administration
in March gave tacit approval to Taiwan's request to
purchase 60 F-16V fighter jets. [AIR 4/3/2019]

China-Russia relations: Deepening
military trade

(dql) Reflecting increasingly close strategic relations
between China and Russia, Moscow is reportedly to
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sell Beijing an export variant of the Sukhoi Su-57
fighter aircraft, with approval by Russian President
Vladimir Putin expected in a few weeks. [The
Diplomat].

Russia is facing increasingly stringent international
sanctions over Crimea. However, China is not among
the signatories to the punitive measures.

Japan: Boosting deterrent capabilities
against China in southwest

(dgl) In a move to strengthen defense of the country's
southwestern Nansei Islands, where China's aircraft
and vessels have been increasingly

active, Japan's Ground Self-Defense Force established
new bases on Amami-Oshima island in Kagoshima
Prefecture and Miyakojima island in Okinawa
Prefecture. On the former island surface-to-air and
surface-to-ship missile units were deployed. [Japan
News] [Nikkei Asian Review]

South Korea: Boosting aircraft capabilities

(dgl) In a boost for South Korea's aircraft capabilities,
the first two F-35 stealth fighter arrived in South
Korea last week, after the United States approved a
plan to export Lockheed Martin's latest F-35 jets to its
East Asian ally. In 2014 Seoul had agreed on

the purchase 40 F-35A stealth jets with a total value of
6.5 billion USD. Complete delivery is slated for 2021.
[Korea Times]

India shoots down a satellite in low-earth
orbit; polls suggest BJP boost after
Pulwama response has waned

(zf) During a public television announcement this week,
Prime Minister Modi announced that the Indian
military had shot down one of its own satellites in low
space orbit, giving them an offensive and defense
capability that only the U.S., Russia, and China had
previously managed. While the development is surely a
significant technological achievement for the country,
it is also an important strategic one: as India continues
its long-simmering feud with Pakistan over Kashmiri
administration rights, the demonstration sends a clear
message to its neighbor—and their ally China — that
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India remains committed to strong policy stances
regarding its territorial integrity. In response to the
news, Pakistan released a statement that urged India
to regard space as a ‘common heritage to mankind’
and reiterated its stance against the militarization of
space [Economic Times]. While exhortations of caution
from Islamabad are likely to be dismissed by the Modi
Administration under any circumstances, it is
warranted to note the context of the upcoming
national elections were likely fresh in the minds of BJP
strategists. Indeed, as evidence that whipping up
nationalistic fervor was at least a part of the motive
behind the demonstration, Mr. Modi's government
used the opportunity to name the mission ‘Operation
Power’ in Hindi, as well as highlight that India’s
chowkidar (i.e. BJP's ‘Watchmen of India’) are now
protecting the nation from space, as well. [Bloomberg]
[DW]

In related news, with the first wave of elections starting
in just a few weeks, domestic polling numbers suggest
that surges in nationalist-induced support for BJP
during its response to the Pulwama attack in Kashmir
may have waned substantially. Specifically, the
numbers claim that the public's focus on security and
terror-related issues—an issue that Mr. Modi spends a
significant amount of time and effort on during
campaign events—has fallen from nearly 29 percent in
early March to just 15 percent more recently. While
some analysts emphasize the relatively strong position
Mr. Modi's government seems to be in going into this
election cycle, others argue that BJP has had a
tendency to use national security issues and
nationalistic rhetoric as a crutch meant to downplay
the country's significant socio-economic problems,
including troubling unemployment and agrarian crises.
With the potential reduction of voter interest in
national security in the coming weeks, opposition
parties, including Congress, may be in a position to
outperform expectations this month at the polls.
[Reuters] [Reuters 2]

India bans Kashmiri pro-independence
groups in light of terrorist attack

(zf) In a further attempt to clamp down on security
concerns in Indian-controlled Kashmir, Delhi
announced this week that they have formally outlawed
the Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF), a pro-
independence group that has sought to remove Indian
government presence in the region. In a statement, the
government said that JKLF has acted as a hostile force
against national interests, and have been involved in
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“subversive activities intended to disrupt the
sovereignty and territorial integrity of India.” This is the
second such ban on separatist groups in the region
this month, and should be seen as further
implementation of tough-line policy stances on anti-
government organizations in the area after this year's
deadly terrorist attack at Pulwama, which killed 40
Indian security personnel and nearly led to broader
war between India and Pakistan. In the first such ban
earlier this month (against an anti-Indian religious
organization Jamaat-e-Islami) the government arrested
over 300 group members under India’s Public Safety
Act. [Washington Post] [Hindustan Times]

Groups such as JLFK have a long history in the region.
In the 1970's several of these separatist groups gained
prominence under a mantra of anti-India rhetoric and
promises of either Kashmiri sovereignty or merger with
Pakistan, where some groups claim Kashmiris have a
more natural affiliation with due to shared religious
tendencies. In the 1980's JKLF was one of the most
prominent anti-government groups in Kashmir, and
was one of the first such organizations to start armed
campaigns against Indian interests in the region. It was
during this time that cross-border arms training
sessions were heavily promoted and administered by
such groups. It is important to note, however, that in
1994 JKLF claims to have disbanded its militant wing. At
the time, its leader, Yasin Malik, says he committed
himself to a non-violent political struggle for
independence and that his arrest is an attempt by
Delhi to silence any groups with vocal opposition to
Indian administration in the region. To illustrate the
contentious nature of such moves, a former chief
minister of Jammu and Kashmir came out publicly to
denounce the arrests, claiming that such bans only
“turn Kashmir into an open-air prison” and may do
more harm than good due to public perception that
Delhi would rather silence opposition than
meaningfully engage with it. With that said, there is
little doubt that the government's security concerns in
Jammu and Kashmir are warranted. While detractors
will undoubtedly continue to find reasons to criticize
Delhi—surely some of these reasons warranted—
events in the past several months reinforce an
argument that security remains a legitimate issue in
the region. [Al Jazeera] [Al Jazeera 2] [Council on
Foreign Relations]

Indian oil company under spotlight for
business relationship with Venezuela
amid U.S. sanctions regime
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(zf) Reliance, an Indian oil company that currently
operates the world's largest refining complex, has
been in the spotlight this week over its continued
business relationship with Venezuela, a country that
has faced a litany of U.S.-led sanctions regimes as a
result of the country’s spiraling political crisis at the
hands of its autocratic leader, Nicolas Maduro. While
the U.S. doesn't have direct policy control over the
Indian company’s business dealings, it has repeatedly
pressed Reliance—and other international companies
—to suspend business dealings in the country until
Maduro leaves office. In this particular case, there
seems to be several rationales for a large Indian-based
conglomerate to maintain the good graces of
Washington as it implements these policy initiatives in
the country. First are macroeconomic and geopolitical
interests: as India looks to renegotiate a lucrative
waiver-program with the U.S. over its business dealings
with Iran (another country where the U.S. is pushing
broad international disinvestment) amid rising trade
tensions, it is likely in India’s economic interest to keep
U.S. policy goals in mind. Concerning geopolitics,
India’s reliance on the U.S. as a political and military
ally should be fresh in the minds of Delhi's governing
class after its recent scuffle with Pakistan. As for
Reliance itself, owner Mukesh Ambani has several
business interests in the U.S., where subsidiaries linked
to its oil and telecom businesses are operating. In a
statement, the company claims that it hasn't breached
U.S. sanctions laws and that all recent dealings with
the country are a result of settling backorders that
were agreed to before the new sanctions were put in
place this January. They also emphasized that they
have been in close contact the U.S. Department of
State regarding its business deals in the country since
the announcement of the sanctions regime and will
continue to adjust policy accordingly. [Reuters] [NDTV]
[Politico]

Pakistan and China are set to sign Free
Trade Agreement Il

(jk) Pakistan is hoping to further increase its economic
relationship with the PRC and sign according
agreements when PM Khan visits China later this
month on three day visit which will also include the
second Belt and Road Forum for International
Cooperation. An FTA exists between the two countries
since 2007 but a “second phase” is currently being
negotiated. FTA-Il is posed to double or even triple
Pakistani exports to the PRC which currently stand at
$1.2 billion. FTA-II's target of exports of $1 billion is to
be executed by the end of 2019, and then will
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potentially be followed by another $1 billion exports,
pending final discussions during the upcoming visit.
[TheNewsPK]

Afghanistan recalls ambassador to
Pakistan

(jk) After reported remarks by Pakistani Prime Minister
Imran Khan's about suggestions to form an interim
government in Afghanistan, the Afghan government
has responded by recalling its ambassador to Pakistan.
Khan had suggested the above as in what were called
“irresponsible” remarks: He was quoted saying that the
current government in Afghanistan were a hurdle in
the peace process for the Taliban refuse to speak to
them and view it as illegitimate. This is the third time in
recent weeks that Kabul is openly unhappy with
remarks coming from Pakistan on the peace talks.
[Dawn]

According to Afghan Vice Presidential candidate and
former chief of intelligence, Pakistan is the Taliban's
“first home” and they receive support from the
Pakistan Army. Pakistan, according to his allegations, is
“using” the Taliban to influence Kabul. [News18]

PLA Navy trains Fijian Navy Crew on
gifted vessel

(jk) The PLA Navy has gifted a hydrographic survey
vessel to the Fijian Navy last December. About four
months later, a PRC team has completed training for
the vessel's new crew of the Fijian Navy. [Fiji Sun]

Chinese development agency to aid 15
northern Nepali districts

(jk) The China International Development Cooperation
Agency (CIDCA) was invited by the Nepali government
to provide developmental assistance in 15 northern
districts of Nepal that share a border with China'’s Tibet
Autonomous Region. From 2014 - 2018, the PRC China
had already provided assistance to help Nepal develop
its northern districts. The assistance will now be
reviewed and extended. [Kathmandu Post]
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Conflict between EU and Malaysia,
Indonesia over palm oil exports
aggravates

(Is) Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad said
that the European Union risks starting a trade war with
Malaysia over its “grossly unfair” policies aimed at
reducing the use of palm oil. As AiR previously
reported, the European Commission concluded that
palm oil cultivation results in excessive deforestation
and its use in transport fuel should be phased out by
2030. “Trade wars are not something we like to
promote but on the other hand it is grossly unfair for
rich people to try and impoverish poor people,”
Mahatir said. [Reuters 1]

Mahathir had previously warned the EU that were it to
proceed with a plan to classify palm oil as a “high risk”
commodity, Malaysia might retaliate by purchasing
fighter jets from China instead of European arms
suppliers. He later played down this threat. [South
China Morning Post]

Malaysia, the world's second biggest palm oil producer
after Indonesia, relies on the crop for billions of dollars
in foreign exchange earnings and hundreds of
thousands of jobs. Meanwhile, Indonesia’s government
said it will encourage the country’'s palm oil companies
to file lawsuits against the European Union. The
country also pledged to launch a World Trade
Organization (WTO) challenge against the EU and said
the government is “examining bilateral relations with
member states that have been most supportive” of the
European rules. [Reuters 2]

In a separate development, the Philippines announced
that it would form a “technical working group” with
Malaysia and Indonesia to address its concern over
alleged smuggling and dumping of palm oil that have
lowered the domestic prices of the country's coconut
oil. The Philippines urges Malaysia and Indonesia to
keep their palm oil exports to the Philippines at levels
that would not hurt the local coconut and oil palm
industries. [Reuters 3]

Philippines confident it will not fall in
Chinese debt trap

(Is) Amid rising concerns that it risks falling into a
Chinese debt trap, Philippine finance officials said the
country will be able to repay the Chinese government
for millions of dollars in backing for local water
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projects. In particular, a spokesman said the
Philippines will not lose rights on gas fields in the
disputed South China Sea to China even if the Manila
government defaults on a $62 million loan for a
separate water project that could be used as collateral.
Since taking office in 2016, President Rodrigo Duterte
has signed deals for billions’ worth of Chinese loans
and grants. [Bloomberg]

Further constraints on Malaysia-
Singapore relations

(Is) The Malaysian government continues to sell off
“non-strategic assets” abroad, such as land and
buildings, in order to reduce the 1 trillion ringgit debt
(US$245 billion) public debt. Whereas some critics fear
the moves will privilege an elite group, who may be
able to acquire these assets below market price, others
say the move may worsen ties with neighboring
Singapore as the Mahatir administration may consider
that related investments made in Singapore largely
benefit the city state instead of Malaysia. Mahatir's
predecessor Najib Razak and Singapore Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong had entered into joint projects in
Singapore and in the Iskandar region of Johor as part
of efforts to entwine the two nations with a “prosper
thy eighbor” philosophy and place bilateral ties on a
surer footing. [South China Morning Post]

Besides ongoing territorial and maritime disputes,
Malaysia-Singapore are currently also strained by
Singapore’s move to deny entry to Malaysian vehicles
with outstanding fines for auto-related offences. As of
last February, drivers of foreign vehicles had
accumulated about 400,000 outstanding fines in
Singapore amounting to $32 million. [Straits Times]

Indonesia criticizes American recognition
of Golan Heights as Israeli territory

(Is) Indonesia has joined criticism against the Trump
administration’s decision to recognize Israeli
sovereignty over the occupied Golan Heights.
Indonesia, home to the world's largest Muslim
population, has been among the first countries in
Southeast Asia to condemn the decision. The
Indonesian foreign ministry said that Indonesia’s
position is based on the principles in the UN charter
with regard to the respect for the sovereignty and
territorial integrity of each country, as well as various
elements contained in UN Security Council resolutions
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relating to the Golan Heights. American allies Bahrain,
Kuwait, Qatar and Saudi Arabia had denounced the
Trump administration’s decision, while Syria called it “a
blatant attack on its sovereignty”. [Straits Times]

Background Reading

TA closer look at China-Indonesia
relations

(Is) An ISEAS short piece looks at China-Indonesia
relations. Dewi Fortuna Anwar describes how bilateral
relations between Indonesia and China have always
been complicated by being entangled with Indonesian
domestic politics. Anti-Chinese sentiment and
discriminatory policies against the sizeable ethnic-
Chinese minority in the country have been prevalent
throughout Indonesian history. Nonetheless, she then
lays out how China has become Indonesia’s largest
trading partner and its third largest foreign investor,
with President Joko Widodo facilitating China’s
investment in major infrastructure projects. [ISEAS]

Sister Islands in the Indian Ocean Region:
Linking the Andaman and Nicobar Islands
to La Réunion

(jk) An interesting article on why and how India could
look to closer cooperation with small island nations
and how strategic islands played a key role in
establishing the British empire’s dominance over the
Indian Ocean region. Small islands matter and are
more and more in the geopolitical focus. [War on the
Rocks]
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We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please
send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter
to: info@cpg-online.de

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and
browse our website for other updates and news!

00

German-Southeast Asian Center of Excellence for Public Policy and
Good Governance - CPG

Room 204, Faculty of Law, Thammasat University, 2 Prachan Road,
Bangkok 10200, Thailand

Preferences | Unsubscribe



https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pedto-l-uu/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pedto-l-uu/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pedto-l-ol/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pedto-l-ol/
mailto:info@cpg-online.de
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pedto-l-ud/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pedto-l-uh/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-l-pedto-l-uk/
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.updatemyprofile.com/d-l-2AD73FFF-l-or
https://cpgfacultyoflawthammasatuniversity.createsend1.com/t/d-u-pedto-l-oy/

