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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the second April 2019 issue of ‘Asia in
Review' (AiR) with greetings from the editorial team
and many thanks for your kind feedback.

Please note that you can read the next AiR issue
on Wednesday, the 16th, as many Asian societies
approach New Year celebrations early next week
according to the solar calendar.

Have a great day and enjoy the read!

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: Human rights lawyer banned from
taking up fellowship in the USA

(dgl) Last week AiR reported on the suspension of a
law professor by his university for his warning on
growing repression under Xi Jinping's rule [AIR
1/4/2019]. In another move signaling tightened control
of academic freedom, authorities citing national
security as grounds stopped a well-known Chinese
human rights lawyer at Beijing Airport from travelling
to the USA to take up a US State Department
fellowship he was awarded. [Radio Free Asia]

In another development, four Chinese men, who were
detained in 2016 for making bottles of liquor
commemorating the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests,
were sentenced last week to two three-year prison
terms, suspended for four years, one three-year prison
term, suspended for five years, and a three-and-a-half-
year jail sentence with no suspension. The verdicts are
seen by observers as a “kill the chicken to scare the
monkey”-move of the government two months ahead
of the 30th anniversary of the protests of 4 June 1989.
[Hong Kong Free Press][Financial Times]
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China: Hong Kong extradition law
amendment proposal raises rule of law
and human rights concerns

(dgl) The Hong Kong government has proposed
changes to extradition laws that could permit the
transfer of suspects from Hong Kong, Macau and
Taiwan to mainland China for trial.

Background of the amendments is a loophole exposed
by a homicide case in Taiwan in which a Hong Kong
man allegedly murdered his 20-year-old pregnant
girlfriend, while holidaying in Taiwan together in
February last year. Taiwanese officials sought help
from Hong Kong authorities to extradite the man, but
to no avail as Hong Kong does not have an extradition
agreement with Taiwan. [BBC]

The move has been criticized by related stakeholders
including business leaders, lawyers, professional
groups, journalists and human rights groups voicing
concerns that it may be used against anyone passing
through the international transport hub, including
dissidents. [Financial Times] [South China Morning
Post]

China's urbanization policy: Permanent
residency curbs to lifted and relaxed

(dgl) In an attempt to boost urban population and to
revive slowing economic growth, China’s National
Development and Reform Commission

(NDRC) announced as target for 2019 an increase of
the country's urbanization rate by at least 1% point by
the end of this year.

In the frame of this latest urbanization push, which is
part of a long-term goal of making 100 million people
move into the cities over the five years to 2020, the
government is ready to scrap and relax restrictions of
the so-called ‘hukou’ registration system, which has
long been criticized for denying people migrating from
rural areas to cities access to public services, such as
education and healthcare, and to grant easier access
to permanent residency.

The NDRC calls for scrapping restrictions on new
domestic migrants, specifically for cities with a
population under three million, whilst cities with
populations between three to five million should
“comprehensively relax permanent residency
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requirements”. [China.or.cn] [Reuters] [NDRC, for the
announcement in Chinese]

Japan: Ruling LDP wins first round of local
elections

(dqgl) Having won ten gubernatorial races and more
than half of the 2,277 seats up for grabs in prefectural
assembly elections, Japan's ruling Liberal Democratic
Party (LDP) has emerged as winner of the first round of
local elections. The election results show the LDP isin a
solid position to comfortably go into this summer's
national election for the Diet's upper house, with little
pressure from a fractured opposition to face.

[Mainichi] [Nikkei Asian Review]

South Korea: Parliamentary by-election
results a warning for ruling Democratic
Party

(dqgl) In the by-elections last week, widely seen as a
litmus test for the 2020 general elections, the ruling
Democratic Party (DP) suffered a major defeat as it
failed to win any of the five seats up for grabs,
including two parliamentary seats and three local
councilor seats. The main opposition Liberty Korea
Party (LKP) and the leftist Justice Party each won one
parliamentary seat, with the former also winning two
of the three local assembly seats. [Yonhap]

The LKP was quick to celebrate the results as
“judgment by the people” against the Moon Jae-in
administration. For the DP the defeat in the by-
elections is another political backlash in short time,
following failed cabinet reshuffle nominations of
President Moon Jae-in and resignation of Ministers in
the recent weeks. [AIR 1/4/2019]

Taiwan: Mediation meeting to settle DDP
presidential candidate question failed

(dqgl) A mediation meeting between President Tsai Ing-
wen and former Premier Lai Ching-te who both have
announced to run for the Democratic Progressive
Party's presidential candidate at the party's primary
later this month, ended inconclusive as Lai re-affirmed
his determination to challenge Tsai.
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The meeting was arranged in reaction to Lai's
unexpected challenge of Tsai which party leaders fear
could split the party and lead to the party's defeat in
the presidential election in January 2020. [Focus
Taiwan]

Law and Politics in
South Asia

India: Congress emphasizes policy
contrasts to BJP as small parties form
anti-Modi coalition in Uttar Pradesh

(zf/Is) India’s main opposition party, the Indian National
Congress Party (INC), has been forcefully campaigning
this week on a set of policy priorities that run in stark
contrast to the vision of the country propagated by
Bharatiya Janata (BJP). First, it should be emphasized
that the Congress is running on the importance of a
secular and inclusive India. BJP, by contrast, has been
widely criticized for alleged kowtowing to Hindu-
extremists, as well as its clear links with far-right
movements that have a tendency to downplay or
outright attack India’s multicultural society and diverse
religious affiliations. [New York Times]

In addition, the Congress has made several new policy
proposals during campaign events throughout the
country this week, including a declaration that their
policies will halve the current unemployment rate and
a commitment to change laws that give special
treatment to Indian troops stationed in the restive
Jammu and Kashmir region. Both of these claims are
worth unpacking.
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First, any emphasis by INC on improving the
unemployment situation are a clear dig against BJP
regarding the poor handling of job creation policy
under Mr. Modi's watch. It has been widely
acknowledged that India’'s unemployment numbers
have been on a problematic increase, giving an
opening for INC to emphasize allegations of BJP
economic mismanagement. [Economic Times]

The second proposal has been forcefully criticized by
BJP, especially given its identity as the party of national
security. Specifically, INC says it will review the current
policy of immunity for military personnel stationed in
Jammu and Kashmir in cases of forced disappearance,
sexual violence, or torture, claiming it does a disservice
to the Indian cause in the region due to the perceived
notion that soldiers can break the law with impunity.
BJP called the proposal dangerous, claiming that it
would only lead to the ‘balkanization of India.” Human
rights abuses, however, have undoubtedly become a
serious issue in the region, especially after the release
of a 2018 U.N. report that shed light on continued
abuses by Indian security forces near the Line of
Control. [OHCHR]

Further priorities by Congress were given to the issues
of agricultural distress and the empowerment of
women in society. Polls open in a staggered election
format on April 11th, with the final votes being cast on
May 19th. [Reuters]

Meanwhile, two rival political parties in India’s most
populous state Uttar Pradesh rallied together, asking
voters to support a new alliance created with the
express purpose of defeating the BJP. The low caste-
dominated Bahujan Samaj Party and the Samajwadi
Party, which holds sway among a section of so-called
backward castes and Muslims, have decided to contest
elections in a rainbow coalition. The alliance could
pose a real challenge. In Uttar Pradesh, lower-caste
people comprise 22% of the population, “backward”
people are 45%, and 19% are Muslims. The remaining
14% are upper caste. [Japan Times]

Uttar Pradesh is the most fiercely contested state in
the country. With a population of about 200 million
people, it offers 80 of the Indian parliament’s 543
seats, which is enough to make or break Indian
governments. Modi swept the state at the last election
on a wave of young voters. Recent data, however,
indicates that unemployment, particularly among the
young generation, has grown under Modi to the
highest levels in 45 years. [The Guardian]

Other important states include Maharashtra (48 seats),
West Bengal (42), Bihar (40) and Tamil Nadu (39).
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Modi's BJP won 282 seats in the 2014 general election,
and commanded a total of 336 seats through its
partners in the National Democratic Alliance. [South
China Morning Post]

India: Facebook shuts down pages
associated with both major parties

(zf) In a move that suggests Facebook is looking to
make good on its promises to mitigate online
disinformation on its platforms, it was announced this
week that they had shut down some 700 pages
associated with major Indian parties in the run up to
next week's national elections. The breakdown of the
party affiliations associated with these pages is as
follows: 687 pages were taken down that were pushing
agendas in line with the left-leaning National Congress
Party (India’s opposition party), and 15 were taken
down that were in support of BJP. [CNN]

While the lopsided numbers are surely interesting to
acknowledge, Quartz has reported that the total
number of fake pages taken down are only one
important angle. Specifically, the pages supporting BJP
were actually linked with party-affiliated personnel, as
they were all products of an IT firm called Silver Touch,
a company that reportedly developed Prime Minister
Modi's official online app. Secondly, it is worth noting
that one of the BJP-affiliated groups, the India Eye, was
a well-established page with approximately 2.5 million
followers. By contrast, the number of followers on the
687 pages supporting Congress totals just over
200,000 people. In other words, it is plausible that the
BJP-affiliated pages were part of a more organized and
tactical group of supporters. [Quartz]

After the news broke, Congress emphasized that none
of its official pages were taken down, including any
pages run by its volunteers. BJP took the occasion to
play up the total amount of pages taken down as a sign
of INC corruption, claiming that the move shows
Congress's ‘real character.’ [Business-Standard]

Maldives elections: President’s party wins
sweeping majority, is expected to
recalibrate relations with China

(Is) Maldives President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih’s
Maldivian Democratic Party declared a sweeping
parliamentary election victory on Sunday. The party is
projected to win almost 60 seats in the 87-seat
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parliament. It could be the first time a single party wins
a majority in parliament since the Indian Ocean
archipelago nation became a multiparty democracy in
2008 after decades of autocratic rule. Solih promised
to continue the fight against corruption in the country.
[BBC]

Solih himself assumed the presidential office after
defeating his predecessor Yameen Abdul Gayoom, who
has since faced criminal investigations over allegations
of corruption. However, Solih’s coalition cracked and
despite repeated efforts, he failed to secure
parliamentary approval for promised commissions to
inquire into corruption, the disappearance of a
journalist and the killing of a blogger during Yameen's
rule. [Bloomberg]

The MDP's win also solidifies the comeback of the
country’s first democratically elected president and
MDP leader Mohamed Nasheed, who was in exile until
late last year following a controversial terrorism
conviction during the rule of Yameen. On the other
hand, Yameen spent more than a month in police
custody last month.

Moreover, Solih is expected to follow up on his
promise to investigate debts to China, which could run
as high as $3 billion. The Maldives has been caughtin a
battle for influence between India and China, which
invested millions of dollars during Yameen's rule as
part of its Belt and Road plan. Yameen denies any
wrongdoing in relation to the Chinese debt. [Reuters]

Sri Lanka: The difficulties with finding and
training hangmen

(Is) Two months after Sri Lankan President Maithripala
Sirisena announced the country would end a 43-year
moratorium on executions, applicants for the position
of hangman have been interviewed last week.
However, as there were no professionals in the
country, the preferred candidates would have to be
trained offshore. The country to provide the training
has not yet been announced. The monthly pay for
hangmen would be at 36,310 rupees (US$200), above
average for a government job. [South China Morning
Post]

Amnesty International reiterated that executions will
not end drug-related crime in Sri Lanka, saying that
capital punishment has failed to act as a unique
deterrent to crime in other countries, could claim the
lives of people who may have been convicted through
unfair trials, and disproportionately affect people from
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minority and less advantaged socio-economic
backgrounds. [Amnesty]

Law and Politics in
Southeast Asia

Malaysia U-turns and withdraws again
from ratifying Rome Statute of
International Criminal Court

(jk) Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad said on Friday
that Malaysia will withdraw from ratifying the Rome
Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC) after
Malaysian accession made news only a few weeks ago.
The problems that have been cited were chiefly that
acceding to the statute will affect the sovereignty of
the country's Malay rulers who could theoretically be
tried in front of the court in cases of wrongdoing. It
was further alleged that the government has moved on
this matter without prior consultation of the
Conference of Rulers which violates the federal
constitution. [The Star][Jurist] In the aftermath of the
announcement by the PM, and amongst many
speculations as to the motives of the move, there are
rumours that the planned ICC accession was used by
the Malaysian “deep state” as an issue to galvanize
dissent and attempt to bring down the current
government, which in turn assessed the risk as being
so high that a U-turn on the issue would be necessary.
[Straits Times]
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Malaysia: Former PM Najib pleads not
guilty at start of the first 1IMDB-linked
trial

(jk) As reported last week, the first of a number of trials
against former Malay PM Najib Razak began on
Wednesday in KL. The trial began precisely a decade
after Najib was sworn in as Prime Minister on the 3rd
of April 2009. He continued to reign as PM of a Barisan
Nasional coalition until it was surprisingly defeated by
the current government under PM Mahathir's Pakatan
Harapan coalition in the last general elections in 2018.
Najib faces a total of 42 charges on money laundering,
corruption, abuse of power and criminal breach of
trust, and to the first seven - the substance of this first
trial- he pleaded not guilty. [Straits Times]

According to the US Department of Justice, the
Malaysian state-development fund 1MDB raised
billions of dollars between 2009 and 2015. At least $4.5
billion disappeared. Some of the money that
disappeared through a complex system of shell
companies and other shady financial transactions
across the globe, allegedly made it into the PM's
personal bank account which implicates him as well as
others, such as the alleged financial mastermind
behind the scheme, Malaysian financier and now
fugitive Jho Low but also global investment firm
Goldman Sachs for enabling the alleged fraud. It was
announced this week, that Low's superyacht, one of his
seized assets that were allegedly bought with TMDB
money, will be sold by the state. [SCMP] Najib’s own
and his wife's expensive collection of clothes, jewellery
and other accessories did little to disperse suspicion
(one of Rosmah Mansor’s necklaces taken from their
house as part of the investigation was valued at over
US$25 million). Nonetheless, Najib continues to claim
innocence on all charges and currently campaigns in
his own fashion to re-gain trust and sympathy from the
Malay people. His efforts include promoting a new
version of himself that has dropped expensive suits for
jeans and regular t-shirts, as well as recording a song
proclaiming his innocence. [Youtube]

A second trial covering further 25 criminal charges is
set to begin on May 14.

Fake news, foreign intervention and
freedom of expression Singapore

(jk) It's been roughly a year since the Select Committee
in Singapore’s parliament held their open hearings on
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deliberate online falsehoods (or “fake news"). Last
September, they published their report in which they
made 22 recommendations [Channel News Asia] to the
government which were unsurprisingly accepted as
many of the committee members were at the same
time members of the Cabinet.

Now, the “Protection from Online Falsehoods and
Manipulation Bill“ has been introduced to parliament
and is under discussion. If enacted, which is likely, the
bill will be among the toughest laws against fake news
as it gives the government and its ministers almost
complete discretion over what is deemed true and
what is not. Any government minister can order online
content to be altered or removed if it is “in the public
interest” to do so, which itself is broadly defined.
Afterwards, individuals do have an opportunity to
appeal. Hence, the “last arbiter” of a decision on false
content is a judge and not the government. However,
the content will be removed at first and it has been
pointed out that the high cost of such legal action will
simply coerce most people into compliance and lead to
ever more self-censorship. Fines and prison terms for
malicious actors are also envisioned under the bill. Civil
society organizations have heavily criticized the
proposed bill, whereas the government points to its
efforts that it will distinguish for example between
false facts and opinions or satire and not over-reach.
As in other cases of fake-news legislation, the
definitions of terms are vague and potential tools of
the government are far-reaching. In Singapore, where
media freedom is already curtailed, the bill could easily
lead to even more censorship. In the end, if the bill
goes through in its current or a similar form, it will be
at the government’s discretion how far they want to go
with it. [A Times, The Interpreter, Channel News]

[New Narratif], a project run by well-known
government critic and Singaporean historian Ping Tjin
Thum, has an interesting podcast (and transcript) on
the issue which provides a discussion on the current
state of affairs in Singapore, but also gives some
background on the issue of “fake news” in general. The
presenters discuss in particular the fact that
disinformation and “fake news" have been around for a
very long time, causing problems and sometimes
hysteria much earlier than some of the current
discourse would suggest. Social media and the internet
merely scaled and exacerbated a very familiar
phenomenon.

Thailand: Recount of votes, new elections
in some polling areas. Sedition charges
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against Future Forward Party leader

(jk) The Election Commission of Thailand (ECT)
announced that a recount for two polling stations and
new elections at six polling stations has been ordered
due to the number of voters not matching the number
of ballots. This is not supposed to affect the plan of
announcing the official results by May 9. [Khaosod] It
does, however, not instill any more confidence in the
ECT or explain any of the delays and inconsistencies
that have surrounded the elections in its aftermath.
Activists made a point last week by declaring their
intention to file a petition to dissolve the ECT with the
National Anti-Corruption Commission, so that it would
recommend the dissolution to the Constitutional Court
[Khaosod 2]. The ECT has said in response the delay is
necessary to investigate all complaints and
irregularities properly. [Bangkok Post] Additionally, an
online petition to the same affect is making local news
headlines due to its popularity. Police say they are
arresting 7 people who started and shared the
campaign due to “defamation by advertisement” which
carries a penalty of up to 2-year imprisonment and a
fine.

Leading academics have voiced their concern about
the post-election performance, in particular with
regards to the fact that there is so much uncertainty
about the formula that will be used by the ECT to
distribute the party list seats among the parties which
should have been clear beyond doubt before the
elections were held. Prinya Thaewanarumitkul,
Thammasat University's vice-rector, explained that
“according to the original formula, the anti-Prayut
camp has 253 MP seats while the Palang Pracharath
Party [PPRP] and the Action Coalition for Thailand
Party (ACT) have won 123 MP seats. However, the
Constitution Drafting Committee has proposed a
second formula to the EC in which 11 small parties,
which won fewer than 71,050 votes each on average,
could pocket more seats at the expense of bigger
parties.” [Bangkok Post 2]

The party leader of the Future Forward Party, one of
the main parties opposing the regime under PM
Prayuth, who is already facing criminal charges under
the Computer Crimes Act for allegedly spreading false
information last year, has now in addition been
summoned by the police on separate charges on
sedition, linked to an anti-government protest in 2015.
The charges are serious and if found guilty, could
mean an end of his political career as well as time in
prison. As the charges date back to 2015 and concern
matters of “state-security”, he will likely be tried in a
military court although his lawyer said the jurisdiction
might be petitioned with the Constitutional Court. After
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Future Forward's electoral success, the party is
evidently under very close scrutiny as its deputy was
also questioned last week for allegedly disseminating
information about the dissolution of the Thai Raksa
Chart Party before the vote. [Khaosod 3]

Philippines: What's at stake in next
month’s elections is more than just a
referendum on Duterte’s unconventional
style

(zf) Gulf News has authored a comprehensive piece
regarding the stakes of next month'’s national
elections, outlining the ways in which its implications
go beyond a simple public referendum on Duterte’s
unconventional governing style. Specifically, there
could be broad changes to the very makeup of the
governmental system, especially in terms of the
federalization of the country. Currently, the Philippines
operate under a unitary presidential system whereby
far-flung regions are subjected to follow the policy
provisions of the central government. Duterte and his
allies, however, are proponents of changing this
structure to a federalist system, where more decision-
making power would be handed over to the provinces.
A more Duterte-friendly legislature could help push
that reform agenda through. [Gulf News]

UN accuses Myanmar indiscriminate
attacks and attacks against civilian in
Rakhine State

(cc) The UN has expressed concerns over the
resurgence of military operations against civilians in
Northern Rakhine State from where over 700,000
Rohingya Muslims people fled in 2017 after the
Tatmadaw carried out ‘clearance operations’ with
‘genocidal intend'. UN officials are accusing Myanmar’s
Military of conducting indiscriminate attacks and
attacks directly targeted at civilians. [Al Jazeera]

On Friday the Tatmadaw accused the victims of an
aerial attack to be affiliated with the Arakan Army, an
Ethnic Armed Organization considered as terrorists by
the Military. The Arakan Army denied such ties.
[Reuters]
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Indonesia response to EU directive on
palm oil threatens Paris Agreement on
climate

(cc) Last March the European Commission adopted a
directive which aims to end the use of biofuel made
out of crops responsible for deforestation, including
palm oil. In response, Indonesia threatened to file a
complaint to the World Trade Organization against the
directive. Approximately fifteen percent of Indonesia’s
palm exports were headed for the EU last year.
Indonesia also menaced to leave the climate pact
adopted at the COP21 in Paris, which for the head of
the UN environment agency for Asia and the Pacific,
‘would undermine the Paris Agreement’. EU-Indonesia
economic relations seem to also be deteriorating as
imports of European spirits in Indonesia has been
slowed down due to delays in granting import licenses
for spirits from Europe. While officials have confirmed
the allegations of delays by companies, the trade
ministry’s secretary general explains it by a preference
of the Indonesian market for American rather than
European alcohol. Malaysia's Prime Minister warned
that the EU was risking a war trade. [Reuters 1]
[Reuters 2]

Indonesia: Allegations of irregularities in
voter list

(cc) Prabowo Subianto’s team said it discovered
irregularities in the final voter list affecting about 9
percent of the world's second biggest democracy. They
threatened to take legal action at the constitutional
court and to use ‘people power’ through protests. The
issue has been reported to the Electoral Commission.
Joko Widodo, the incumbent president and his running
mate cleric Ma'ruf Amin are given a comfortable lead
in the polls against former army general Prabowo and
Sandiaga Uno. Yet, support for the opposition team
seems to be strengthening. Indonesia’s more than 192
million voters will vote in the elections on April 17.
[Straits Times] [Reuters]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia
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China-EU relations: Beijing offers close
cooperation

(dqgl) Chinese Premier Li Kegiang - ahead of his
meeting with European Union (EU) leaders and the
“16+1" summit this week - is seeking to disperse
concerns within the EU over China using a “divide and
rule” tactics. In a column written for with German
business newspaper Handelsblatt, Li stressed that
China “firmly supports the process of the European
integration in the hope of a united and prosperous
Europe”. Urging Europe to join hands with China in
protecting multilateralism and free trade in the wake
of instability and uncertainties in the international
areas as well as protectionism and anti-global
resentments, Li identified a number of areas and
issues in which China would be ready to closely
cooperate with the EU including the Paris Climate
Agreement, the international nuclear deal with Iran,
counter-terrorism, as well as the reform of the World
Trade Organization. [Reuters] [Handelsblatt, full text of
column]

For assessments of Europe's position vis-a-vis China in
the wake of intra-European rifts, the Brexit, strained
EU-USA relations and the increasingly assertive
outreach of the Belt and Road initiative over Eurasia
see [Asia Times], [Aspenia Online], and [European
Leadership Network].

Meanwhile, silence on China’s Belt and Road initiative
(BRI) during the G7 Foreign Ministers meeting last
week in France indicates a divide on this issue within
the group following Italy's signing to the BRI shortly
ahead of the meeting. While the joint communiqué
expressed praise for China's “full cooperation to
resolve the challenges to regional and global peace
and prosperity” and voiced concerns over the human
rights situation in China, especially in Xinjiang and
Tibet, and over unfair trade practices, the document
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failed to provide a joint position on the BRI. [South
China Morning Post] [France Diplomatie, for the full
communiqué in English]

Japan-Russia relations remain strained:
Moscow deploys surveillance drone to
isles claimed by Tokyo

(dqgl) Russia has reportedly deployed a surveillance
drone, used for patrolling coastal areas and
surrounding waters as well as for rescue operations, to
a group of islands controlled by Russia but claimed by
Japan, a move which further puts pressure on already
strained relations between the two countries which are
locked in a standoff over an dispute over islands
known in Russia as the Kuril Islands and in Japan as the
Northern Territories. [Japan Times]

Russia's move comes after Japan earlier last week
lodged a protest over Russia's shooting practice in
waters near one of the four disputed islands,
scheduled for April 4-5 and April 8-12. [TASS]

Inter-Korean relations: Pyongyang
angered over deployment of stealth
fighter jets in South Korea

(dgl) "Post-Hanoi" inter-Korean relations remain
difficult, after the arrival of two F-35 stealth fighters in
South Korea [AIR 1/4/2019] has been condemned by
Pyongyang. State-controlled website Uriminzokkiri
denounced the deployment of the jets as a "hostile act
that raises military tension on the Korean Peninsula,
and it is an apparent defiance to the people's longing
and our efforts to maintain peace.” [Korea Herald]

Meanwhile, South Korea's National Assembly ratified a
915 million USD military cost-sharing deal with the
United States on Friday. The so-called Special
Measures Agreement contains an 8.2% increase in the
amount which Seoul contributes to expenses for

the stationing of some 28,500 U.S. troops in South
Korea. [Yonhap]

Taiwan-USA relations: Bill to foster
Taiwan's security and economy
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(dgl) In move further straining US-Chinese relations
over Taiwan, US congressmen on Monday submitted a
bill in the House of Representatives to foster Taiwan's
security and economy. Among other issues, the bill,
named Taiwan Assurance Act, calls for "regular sales
and transfers of defense articles to Taiwan in order to
enhance its self-defense capabilities,"

covering undersea warfare and air defense
capabilities, as well as the resumption of meetings
aimed to reach a bilateral free trade agreement to
boost market access for US exports to Taiwan and

to enhance Taiwan's economic resilience. [Focus
Taiwan]

The move follows a similar bill introduced a week
earlier in the US Senate requesting the government to
review its policy on Taiwan and to elevate military ties
with Taipei. [South China Morning Post]

Meanwhile, following news last Wednesday on

US soldiers posted at the American Institute in Taiwan
(AIT), the de-facto American embassy in Taiwan,

China issued a protest complaining that it violated the
"one China" principle and called on the USA to correct
its "wrongdoing."

AIT spokesperson Amanda Mansour confirmed for the
first time that since 2005 active duty military personnel
have been stationed at AIT and announced that the
Institute will continue the course for the new office
complex operation of which is slated for early May.
[Taiwan News]

India-Pakistan: Report claims no evidence
of downed fighter jet as Pakistani foreign
minister expects further Indian attacks
this month

(zf/Is) After February's terrorist attack in Kashmir,
Prime Minister Modi looked to respond in a manner
that portrayed toughness. Incursions by the Indian Air
Force into Pakistani territory followed and India
subsequently claimed to have destroyed extremist
camps on the ground along with an F-16 fighter jet. As
previously reported, the destruction of any camps by
Indian forces looks to be seriously in doubt. [AIR]

As for the jet, a report released this week by the U.S.
publication Foreign Policy suggests that inventory
counts of Pakistani jets corroborate Islamabad'’s
version of events: all seem to be accounted for. The
report claims that the U.S. was under obligation to
inspect the fleet as part of an “end-user agreement,”
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which stipulates that any defense products sold to
foreign militaries must be accounted for and
monitored. The U.S. manufactured F-16's in question
were apparently sold to Pakistan by Jordan, thereby
making the sale subject to third-party sales
procedures, including periodic checks. [Foreign Policy]
[Reuters]

Some reporting within India, however, has disputed
these claims. Although the initial Foreign Policy piece
said the U.S. State Department declined to comment
on the story, the Indian-based Hindustan Times claims
to have a quote from the department saying that
“[they] weren't aware of any investigation like that.”
Furthermore, a State Department official reiterated
that the U.S. government had officially suspended
security assistance with Pakistan in January 2018.
[Hindustan Times]

Meanwhile, Pakistan's foreign minister Shah Mahmood
Qureshi said that his country has “reliable intelligence”
that India will attack again between April 16 and 20.
India rejected the statement. [Reuters 2]

U.S. approves sale of anti-submarine
helicopters to India

(Is) The United States has approved the sale of 24
military helicopters to India. The helicopters are
designed for hunting submarines, targeting ships and
conducting search-and-rescue operations at sea. India
is one of the United States' leading defense partners
with the interests of the world's two largest
democracies largely overlapping amid their concerns
over a rising China and Islamist extremism.
Nonetheless, in recent months, India also irritated the
U.S. with military purchases from Russia. [Straits
Times]

NASA criticizes India’s anti-satellite test
for excessive debris

(Is) The National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) of the United States has criticized India for an
anti-satellite test it carried out last week, saying it
created debris that could threaten the International
Space Station. India shot down one of its own satellites
with a rocket to test its military capabilities in space.
Though the particles will dissipate over time, this takes
time. Much of the debris from a 2007 Chinese
antisatellite test is still in orbit. [New York Times]
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Deepening U.S.-Vietham military
cooperation

(jk) The United States has delivered six patrol boats to
Vietnam worth US$12 million to assist maritime
capacity building. The US embassy in Hanoi said that
“delivering these patrol vessels represents deepening
U.S.-Vietnam cooperation in the areas of maritime law
enforcement, maritime search and rescue, and
maritime humanitarian assistance operations within
Vietnam'’s territorial waters and exclusive economic
zone". [Reuters] In addition to the recent delivery and
other vessels that have arrived over the past couple of
years, the US is further planning for a second visit of an
aircraft carrier after the USS Carl Vinson visited in
March last year - the first such visit since the end of the
Vietnam war in 1975. According to the US Assistant
Secretary of Defence for the Indo-Pacific region, the US
intention is to make aircraft carrier port-calls a regular
feature of the US-Vietnam relationship. [SCMP]

Philippines: Duterte warns China over its
presence near disputed island in South
China Sea

(zf/jk) President Duterte warned China this week
regarding its presence on Thitu Island (Pagasa) in the
disputed waters in the South China Sea. The Philippine
military monitored more than 200 Chinese vessels
from January to March in the disputed area. This
comes weeks after Philippines’ Foreign Minister
publicly rebuked China for its ‘illegal’ activities around
the island. Duterte claims his remarks weren't
necessarily a warning, but rather words of advice to a
friend. Nevertheless, he emphasized that he is
prepared to instruct soldiers to “prepare for a suicide
mission” if China touches the island. Duterte has
repeatedly warned that war with China would be akin
to suicide given China’s military advantage. Although
Duterte has been criticized for a perceived coziness
with China—especially as a means to confer any
economic advantages —he has recently taken a more
critical tone. In recent months he has urged China to
‘temper its behavior’ regarding its policy in the South
China Sea. With upcoming national elections slated for
May, these remarks might partly be an attempt to
placate critics before the polls open. China's foreign
ministry said in response to questions by The Wall
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Street Journal that China has sovereignty over Thitu
Island, which Beijing calls Zhongye Island, and the
adjacent waters, and that it was “beyond reproach” for
Chinese boats to fish there. At the same time, China
and the Philippines convened the Fourth Meeting of
the Bilateral Consultation Mechanism (BCM) on the
South China Sea in Manila on April 3 and released a
joint statement in which both sides agreed to “exercise
self-restraint in the conduct of activities in the South
China Sea that would complicate or escalate disputes
and affect peace and stability.” Thitu Island was not
mentioned in particular. [Reuters] [Bloomberg] [China
Military Online]

Clashes between Abu Sayyaf and
Philippine troops in Sulu Province

(zf/jk) Islamic extremists located in its southern regions
have been an ongoing concern for the Philippines, and
last week, troops fought with about 80 members of the
Abu Sayyaf group in the town of Patikul in Sulu
province. At least three soldiers, four militants as well
as one hostage were killed in the fight, with three other
hostages managing to escape. One escapee is in
critical condition after being shot in the back. The Abu
Sayyaf group is closely linked is to the Islamic State in
Irag and Syria (ISIS) and is known for kidnappings and
extortion. It was also involved in the Jolo church
bombings which killed over 20 people earlier this year.
[Mindanao Examiner] [ABC]

The Mekong River Commission (MRC)
raises concerns with Laos over the Pak
Lay hydropower dam

(jk) The MRC is calling on the Lao government to
address and mitigate potential adverse cross-border
impacts of the project. The dam project is he project is
to be funded by China's Export-Import Bank and
developed by China National Electronics Import &
Export Corporation (CEIEC) and Sinohydro and is
currently in the prior consultation process. [The
Nation] This is the fourth dam under process and
NGOs such as International Rivers are concerned not
enough thorough, regional studies are undertaken to
assess the impact [International Rivers]. The project is
not expected to commence construction until 2022.
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Singapore’s Prime Minister to meet
Malaysia's Prime Minister for 9th Leaders'
Retreat

(jk) The meeting of the two leaders will provide them
with an opportunity to discuss water issues as well as
the recent airspace and maritime disputes between
the countries. [Straits Times] Ahead of the yearly
meeting, both sides agreed to compromise on
contentious issues over airspace that had caused
trouble over the past year and led to the airline Firefly
ending its flights to Singapore because of the
restrictions, which are now to be resumed from next
month. [SCMP]

Background Reading

Nepal: An analysis after 14 months of
Prime Minster Oli's government

(Is) As the unified Nepal Communist Party, which
commands a two thirds majority in Nepal's parliament,
has been in governmental power under Prime Minister
K.P. Oli for fourteen months, an analysis assesses the
major challenges the government faces. Among them
are, according to the analysis, extended rivalry among
the top leadership, the intra-party relationship - the
Unified Marxist-Leninist and the Maoists have
remained two separate entities at the ground level -
and Oli's non-inclusive leadership style. [Eurasia
Review]
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