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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the third April issue of ‘Asia in Review' (AiR)
with the update on the latest developments in
geopolitics and international relations as well as
constitutional politics, law reform and governance in
Asia.
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With the best wishes,
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Law and Politics in
East Asia

China’s anti-corruption campaign: Former
provincial party chief sentenced to 12
years in prison

(dgl) China's sweeping anti-corruption campaign last
week caught another prominent official. A court
sentenced the former Communist Party chief of the
northwestern province of Gansu to 12 years in jail for
accepting bribes totaling close to 10 million USD,
making him the ninth provincial party chiefs or
governor toppled since the launch of the campaign by
President Xi Jinping in 2012.

Meanwhile, a Discipline Inspection and Supervisory
Committee announced that the former head of the
Communist Party’s Political and Judiciary Committee of
Shenzhen city was expelled from the party and
dismissed from public office for violating discipline in
both work and life and engaging in illegal activities. The
city’s security chief illegal gains allegedly amount to
more than 70 million USD. [ECNS] [South China
Morning Post 1] [South China Morning Post 2]
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China’s internet censorship: Popular
accounts in leading social media platform
silenced

(dql) Reflecting tightened control of social media
platforms, Weibo, China’s equivalent to Twitter,
announced last week that it had blocked or shut down
over 50 accounts for posting “politically harmful
information” about current politics. Among them is an
account of a liberal intellectual with more than seven
million followers known for his online activism and
calls for political reform which date back to the early
2010s. Another closed account belongs to journalist
Wang Xiaolei whose posts about classical poetry and
popular martial arts fiction are suspected of containing
hidden criticism of current events. [South China
Morning Post]

Japan: Bill on free high school education
approved in Lower House

(dql) In an attempt to counter Japan'’s falling birthrate
by reducing the financial burden of child-rearing,
Japan’'s House of Representatives last week approved
legislation to expand child care support by offering
free preschool education from October. Under the new
law all children aged between 3 and 5 will be provided
free preschool education starting in October, along
with day-care services also made free for children up
to 2 from low-income households. The bill is expected
to pass the House of Councillors before the end of the
regular Diet session in June. [Mainichi]

With 921.000 birth estimated, the number of births in
2018 in Japan fell to its lowest since records began
more than a century ago and a decrease of 25,000
compared to 2017. Given an estimated number of 1.37
million deaths, the natural decline of Japan's
population by 448,000 was the biggest ever. [AIR 1/1/2-
19]

South Korea: Political clash over
Constitutional court justice nominee

(dqgl) Threatening to paralyze the parliament and its
work on key pending bills, ruling and opposition
parties are clashing over President Moon Jae-in's
nomination of Lee Mi-sun as a Constitutional Court
judge. The opposition parties last week refused to
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adopt the reports on Lee's confirmation hearing and
demanded her to step down as nominee citing over
5,500 transactions in the frame of stock investments
amounting to 3 million USD with total assets at 3.5
million. Signaling its tough stance in this matter, the
main opposition Liberty Korea Party announced to
approach the Supreme Prosecutors Office and file
charges against Lee for violations of the Corruption
Prevention Act and Capital Market Act. [Korea Times]
[Korea Herald]

Upholding a confrontational course, the Presidential
Office announced that President Moon would appoint
Lee even if the opposition would fail to adopt the
confirmation hearing reports by Thursday this week,
arguing that most of the allegations against Lee have
already been explained. [KBS]

In a similar move, Moon earlier last week had already
appointed new ministers for small and medium-sized
enterprises minister and for unification minister in
defiance of the opposition’s objections. [Yonhap]

Taiwan's presidential election 2020: More
pressure on President Tsai?

(dgl) In a surprise announcement, Terry Gou, head of
Foxconn - the world's biggest electronics contract
manufacturer and a key Apple supplier - and Taiwan's
wealthiest man with a net worth of 7.4 billion USD,
declared that he is considering to run for presidency in
2020 as a candidate of the main opposition
Kuomintang (KMT). [Taipei Times]

Gou's candidacy would increase the pressure President
Tsai is facing in her bid for reelection as she is already
challenged not only by pro-Beijing KMT aspirants, but,
more seriously, from within her own independence-
leaning Democratic Progressive Party by her one-time
confidant and former premier William Lai. [South
China Morning Post] [AiR 3/3/2019]

Law and Politics in
South Asia
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India: Polls open in national elections; BJP
receives backlash over nativist remarks

(zf) Indian national elections are underway. Polls
opened on April 11th and will commence in a
staggered format ending on May 19th. Although the
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is generally expected
to retain its majority, there are several key
developments that could damper the ruling party’s
expectations, including disappointing unemployment
numbers, a backlash among some rural farmers,
reduced tensions with its arch-rival Pakistan, and
increasing voter turn out among women (who
generally find BJP less appealing than men).
[Washington Post]

Constituencies will be voting for their local member of
parliament, where the Prime Minister will subsequently
be appointed. The PM will be appointed from the party
or coalition that manages to fill a majority of seats in
India’s Lok Sabha (lower house). Some 900 million
Indians are eligible to vote, constituting it as the
world’s largest exercise in democracy. [New York
Times]

Thus far, the election’s implementation seems to be
going relatively smooth. There are some reports,
however, of malfunctioning voting machines and
coercion from local poll workers to vote for certain
candidates. In southeastern Andhra Pradesh a more
serious disturbance arose: a fight broke out between
workers of the local Telegu Desam and YSR Congress
parties (not affiliated with the main-opposition Indian
National Congress Party). One worker from Telegu
Desam was killed in the clashes. [India Today]

Meanwhile, BJP has received a backlash in
international and local media outlets for remarks
perceived to be a direct attack against minority
religious groups, especially Muslims. Specifically, BJP
President Amit Shah promised to “remove every
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infiltrator from the country, [excluding] Buddhists,
Hindus and Sikhs.” It is important to note that these
three religions are products of the Indian
subcontinent; Islam is not. With that said, the religion
has a deep history in the country and is practiced by
over 172 million Indians. [CNN]

Although Mr. Modi's tenure hasn't been directly
marred by large-scale Muslim attacks, it's been widely
reported that BJP has generally turned a blind eye to
anti-Muslim rhetoric from within its party. For some, its
become normalized. Likewise, there has been an
increase in activity from Hindu vigilante groups since
Mr. Modi's election, including reports of devastating
violence against Muslims - especially after rumors of
moving cows for slaughter (cows are sacred symbols of
the Hindu religion). [New York Times]

In this regard, Mr. Shah’s remark was more than just a
cheap fish for votes among India’s more nationalist-
inclined constituents: an accompanying policy was
proposed as well. Shah proposed the expansion of the
National Registry of Citizens nationwide in order to
confirm ongoing residency in the country before March
1971(a date when East and West Pakistan broke into
Bangladesh and Pakistan, respectively). The
controversial registry is currently employed in the
northeastern state of Assam, where some 4 million
residents were deemed unauthorized to stay in India
due to lack of proper evidence in 2018. Critics say the
policy is a direct attack on Muslims and other minority
groups, especially due to the history of immigration
across the Bangladeshi-Indian border after East
Pakistan was dissolved. If expanded, the registry would
likely turn the country into a socio-political tinderbox.

[Quartz]

After independence in 1947 India was fashioned as a
multi-ethnic and diverse state. Prime Minister
Jawaharlal argued that only a pluralistic democracy
could hold the country together. Hindu nationalists
were outraged by this proposition. Mohandas Gandhi,
a figure identified as the embodiment of this
movement, was subsequently assassinated by Hindu
extremists in 1948. If BJP maintains power this year, it
will be the longest streak of electoral victories by non-
secularists in the country since independence. [NPR]

Pakistan: Islamabad shuts down activities
of separatist group as Indian pilgrims
cross border for religious festival
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(zf) According to the pro-independence group Sikhs for
Justice (SFJ), Islamabad has taken steps to disrupt
campaigning on a proposed referendum for the
creation of a new country for regional Sikhs called
Khalistan. The territory would include parts of both
India and Pakistan. Reports claim Pakistani forces are
taking down pro-separatist posters and hindering
plans for a referendum in 2020 that looks to put the
issue to a vote. [Referendum 2020]

Various groups have campaigned on the creation of
Khalistan for decades, arguing that the traditional Sikh
homeland lacks a corresponding administrative state
to call their own. Likewise, they claim that Khalistani
territory is unfairly occupied by both India and
Pakistan (i.e. the primacy of Hindu and Muslim rulers
undermining Sikh self-determination). [New York
Times]

As the issue impacts Pakistan and India, both
governments have incentive to work together on the
issue to maintain territorial integrity. Some progress
has been made. Last month, construction began on an
international road linking two religious sites on either
side of the border, locally known as the Kartarpur
Corridor. The road is being built as a means to ensure
safe and convenient travel to important religious sites
for Sikh pilgrims and is slated for completion by the
end of the year in order to accommodate worshipers
commemorating the 550th birthday of the religion’s
founder, Guru Nanak. [Times of India]

In the meantime, pilgrims continue to cross the border
for special occasions. This week nearly 2000 Indians
crossed into Pakistan for the annual Baisakhi festival in
northeastern Hasanabadal. While occasions such as
these present potential opportunities for improved
relations between India and Pakistan, they also
present risks: increased visibility to cross-border
campaigns for a united Khalistan could increase
receptivity to ethnocentric arguments, thereby
escalating the chances for regional unrest. This week's
moves by Pakistani forces might best be seen as an
effort to mitigate these risks. [Economic Times] [Al
Jazeeral

Bangladesh: Logistical concerns continue
in Rohingya refugee camps; food security
under increasing strain

(zf) Mohammad Abdul Kalam, the head of Bangladesh'’s
Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commission in Cox's
Bazar, claims that “the [aid] infrastructure is under
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unbelievable pressure.” He went on to say that the
current logistical setup in the region is unsustainable.
At present, nearly 1 million refugees are situated in the
area, constituting it as one of the world’'s most dire
humanitarian crises. Despite Dhaka’s insistence that
the Rohyinga cannot be integrated into the country,
there is little sign that repatriation will occur any time
soon. Last year there was an effort by the government
to send some refugees back across the border to
Myanmar, which included free transportation and a
moving benefit - the attempt proved widely unpopular.
[NPR]

As the impasse drags on, public health and food
security are becoming critical issues. The U.N.-
affiliated Food Security Information Network claims
that local food supplies have taken a dramatic hit.
According to their report, households with ‘poor or
borderline poor’ food consumption habits have
increased sharply from 31 percent in 2017 to 80
percent late last year. Likewise, it was reported that
nearly 2000 hectares of land have been damaged due
to the settlements, and that the pressure on local
agriculture has been immense: nearly 750,000
kilograms of timber, vegetation, and roots are
collected daily for cooking fuel. [TRT]

Law and Politics in
Southeast Asia

Indonesian Supreme Court confirms
blasphemy verdict against Buddhist
woman in “call for prayer” case

(Is) The Supreme Court of Indonesia has upheld a
blasphemy verdict against a Buddhist woman
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convicted for complaining about the volume of the
Muslim call to prayer. The court rejected the appeal by
a woman of Chinese descent and resident of a North
Sumatran town, and upheld her 1.5-year prison
sentence. The case dates back to 2016 when the
woman reportedly said the call for prayer was “too
loud” and “hurt” her ears. She is the first person to be
sentenced to prison for complaining about the volume
of a mosque’s speakers. [Jakarta Post]

Indonesia elections: Fight over the Muslim
vote as early voting has started overseas

(Is) Indonesia’s presidential candidates, incumbent
Jokowi Widodo and challenger Prabowo Subianto,
increased efforts to attract significant Muslim votes in
the three-day cooling-off period as the nation awaits to
cast their votes on Wednesday. Prabowo received an
endorsement from popular Muslim clerics, among
them Abdul Somad, the central figure of Indonesia’s
born-again Muslims movement called Hijrah. However,
the country's biggest Muslim organizations, Nahdlatul
Ulama and Muhammadiyah, endorsed incumbent
President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo and his vice-
presidential candidate, Ma'ruf Amin. [South China
Morning Post]

Meanwhile, the turnout by unregistered overseas
Indonesian voters was bigger than expected as early
voting began over the weekend. More than two million
overseas voters are registered on the final voter list.
Many failed to cast their ballots because of time
constraints as the polling stations’ opening hours were
strictly enforced. [Straits Times]

At the same time, the Indonesian Elections Supervisory
Agency (Bawaslu) is investigating possible vote-rigging
following the emergence of video which purportedly
shows tens of thousands of pre-marked ballot papers
found in Malaysia. The ballots were marked in favor of
current Indonesian president Joko Widodo and
electoral ally Davin Kirana. The president's camp has
dismissed the supposed fraud as a smear campaign
designed to discredit his image. [CNN] [South China
Morning Post 2]

Malaysia: New Johor chief minister sworn
in as PM Mahatir’s dispute with the Sultan
continues
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(Is) Sahruddin Jamal was sworn in as the new chief
minister of the state of Johor on Sunday, following the
resignation of Osman Sapian, an ally of Malaysian
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad. Jamal was
previously chairman of the state’s Health, Environment
and Agriculture Committee. Mahatir, earlier in the
week, announced that Osman had quit amid mounting
speculating that the sultan of Johor wanted him
removed from his post. The issue became a national
affair as Mahatir said Malaysia would 'no longer be
democratic’ if the royal family had absolute powers in
selecting chief ministers, which provoked Sultan
Ibrahim'’s eldest son, Crown Prince Tunku Ismail, to say
that Mahatir could file sedition charges against him if
he dared. [South China Morning Post 1]

The affair is also related to the government’s U-turn
over the joining of the International Criminal Court
(ICC). Mahathir last week tacitly blamed Crown Prince
Tunku Ismail for the move, following “confusion”
among hereditary Malay rulers about its impact. Tunku
Ismail had staged a social media campaign against
joining the ICC citing fears that it would erode the
powers of the monarchs. [South China Morning Post 2]

Malaysia: Pakatan Harapan loses another
by-election

(Is) Malaysia’s ruling Pakatan Harapan (PH) alliance has
suffered its third electoral loss this year, failing to win a
by-election in the state of Negeri Sembilan. Instead,
Barisan Nasional's (BN) retained the state seat of
Rantau, which fell vacant after the Election Court
nullified the result of last year’s polls. However, the
result in this constituency was not unexpected.
Nonetheless, analysts say BN's third consecutive win
affirms the relationship that Umno has with Parti Islam
SeMalaysia in bringing together the Malay vote. [Straits
Times]

Malaysia: Trial against former PM Najib
continues

(Is) Former Malaysian prime minister Najib Razak
returned to court for the second day of his high-profile
1MDB-related corruption trial on Monday, 15 April. The
seven charges are related to the theft of RM$42 million
(US$10.3 million) from SRC International, a former
TMDB unit. [CAN]
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On Wednesday, the Federal Court had ruled against
three interlocutory appeals filed by Najib. These were a
demand for evidentiary and investigative documents
from the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission,
including witness statements; questioning the
attorney-general’'s withdrawal of a transfer certificate
to move the case from the sessions to high court; and
a demand for gag order on the media and public from
discussing Najib's criminal cases. [Straits Times]

Meanwhile, additional bribery charges have been filed
against Najib's wife Rosmah Mansor. These charges are
related to a solar hybrid project for rural schools in
Sarawak. [The Star]

Myanmar: Arakan Army attacks police
base in Rakhine; peace talks with little
progress

(Is/cc) Arakan Army rebels overran a police base in
Myanmar's Rakhine state, killing two officers and one
of their wives, as fresh fighting broke out in Mrauk U, a
Buddhist temple town. In 2017, the Myanmar army
drove about 730,000 ethnic Rohingya Muslims from
Rakhine across the border into neighboring
Bangladesh, following attacks by Rohingya insurgents
on police posts. More recently, the military has been
battling the Arakan Army. This group draws recruits
mostly from the ethnic Rakhine population, who are
mainly Buddhists, and is fighting for greater autonomy
for the western state. [Reuters]

At the same time, the unilateral four-months ceasefire
announced by the Tatmadaw in December is coming to
an end and little progress, if any, has been made in the
peace process meanwhile. The government and the
Tatmadaw are supposed to meet separately the Kachin
Independence Army and the Restoration Council of
Shan State, but attempts of negotiations with the
Northern Alliance, a group of four Ethnic Armed
Organizations (EAOs), the Arakan Army (AA), the Kachin
Independence Army, the Myanmar National
Democratic Alliance Army and the Ta'ang National
Liberation Army have so far led to concrete
improvements. On the contrary, clashes with the AA
intensified since the beginning of the year, impacting
thousands of civilians' lives. Over 26,000 persons are
internally displaced in Rakhine State. [The Irrawaddy 1]
[The Myanmar Times 1] An Army helicopter attack last
week cost the lives of 6 Rohingyas and injured ten
more outside the areas of conflict with the Arakanese
EAO. [The Irrawaddy 2]
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When the LND government came into power, the State
Counselor instituted the 21st Century Panglong Peace
Conference, supposedly supposed to convene twice a
year. Yet, only three were organized so far, the last one
in July 2018. [The Irrawaddy 3] However, slow
improvements are noticeable, the Karen National
Union is set to meet with the government in an
attempt to resume peace talks after they suspended
their participation in the peace process. If the outcome
was positive, the 4th Panglong Conference could finally
be organized, and formal negotiations could start
again. [The Myanmar Times 2]

Myanmar: Jailed Reuters reporters win
Pulitzer Prizes

(Is) The news agency Reuters won two Pulitzer Prizes,
one of them for revealing the massacre of 10 Muslim
Rohingya men by Buddhist villagers and Myanmar
security forces. The investigative report revealed the
massacre at the village of Inn Din, in the heart of the
conflict zone of Rakhine state. The two young Reuters
reporters, Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo, both Myanmar
citizens, found a mass grave filled with bones sticking
out of the ground. They went on to gather testimony
from perpetrators, witnesses and families of victims. In
September last year, they were sentenced to seven
years imprisonment for violating the country's Official
Secrets Act. The case is currently under review by the
Supreme Court. [Reuters]

Thailand: Continued uncertainty over
election results as Election Commission
asks Constitutional Court for help

(Is) The Thai Election Commission (EC) has received
more than 300 complaints in connection with
prospective winners in 66 constituencies in the
parliamentary elections held on 24 March. According
to the EC chairman, all poll re-runs must be held
before the EC endorses at least 95% of official poll
results by May 9. The EC had already ordered election
re-runs at six polling stations in five provinces including
Bangkok, and the recounting of votes at two stations in
Khon Kaen province. [Bangkok Post 1]

However, the May 9 schedule to announce official poll
results has been thrown into doubt after the agency on
Thursday decided to ask the Constitutional Court to
rule on the legality of its method of calculating and
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allocating party-list seats to clear growing confusion
about the issue. The EC wants the court to rule
whether the EC can calculate in a way that will award
party-list seats to political parties that garnered fewer
votes than the number required to get a party-list seat
under the mixed member apportionment system used
in the election. Moreover, the EC wants the court to
rule if such a calculation method complies with the
constitution. [Bangkok Post 2]

Executions in Southeast Asia: Rising
numbers in Singapore, Thailand and
Vietham

(Is) Though executions in the world are falling for the
first time in ten years, Amnesty International has
reported an increase of death penalty enforcements in
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. Figures rose in
Singapore whilst Thailand resumed executions for the
first time in a decade. Vietnam, which released official
numbers for the first time (at least 85 executions in
2018), is among the leading executioners of the world.
[Asia News]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

China-USA relations: Continued tensions
over Venezuela
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(dqgl) Amid progressing trade talks, widely believed to
lead soon to a deal to end the Chinese-US trade
dispute [New York Times], diplomatic tensions
between Beijing and Washington have increased over
Venezuela. China, Venezuela’s main creditor, on
Monday criticized US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
for accusing Beijing of prolonging the crisis in
Venezuela by funding the Maduro government, and
denounced his remarks as ‘lies.’ [ABC News] [The
Guardian]

China echoed positions of Iran and Russia. Both
countries defended their support of Maduro and
denounced US interference in Venezuela. Russian
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov accused Washington of
“openly meddling in the internal affairs of sovereign
countries” and further stressed that Washington's
“regime-change blitz has failed. But the Americans are
not giving up their aim to topple the legitimate
president." Meanwhile, Iranian Foreign Ministry
spokesperson insisted that “[w]hile Iranian specialists
are trying to improve the water and electricity systems
in Venezuela at the request of the government of
Caracas, the U.S. has looted $30 billion worth of
Venezuela's foreign exchange reserves. The U.S. move
is blatant and arrogant interference in Venezuela's
internal affairs and is strongly condemned."
[Newsweek]

Meanwhile, CNN cites a US defense source according
to which the Pentagon is developing new military
options for Venezuela aimed at deterring Russian,
Cuban and Chinese influence inside Maduros' regime.
The options under consideration, however, would stop
short of any kinetic military actions. The news come
after Pompeo, speaking in Paraguay last week,
reiterated that the USA will “keep all options on the
table because it's very important, in that we don't
know how things will proceed.” [CNN]

Taiwan-US relations: Sale of military
program to Taiwan approved

(dgl) The US State Department has announced its
approval of the sale of a program of pilot training,
maintenance and logistics support for the F-16 aircraft
to Taiwan. The 500 million USD package covers the
costs for flight training, participation in approved
training exercises, training munitions, supply and
maintenance support, as well as spare and repair
parts. A State Department official stressed that the sale
was unrelated to Taiwan's reported plans to purchase
new F-16 fighter jets from the US. [CNN]
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Meanwhile, Taiwan's Defense Ministry announced on
Monday an incrementally rising 10-year budget aimed
at surpassing 13 billion USD by 2027 and further
growing to almost 14 billion USD by 2029. The budget
for 2019 is at 11.34 billion USD. [South China Morning
Post] [Asia Times]

Cross-Strait relations: Chinese academic
deported from Taiwan for planned “one
country, two systems”-unification speech

(dql) A Chinese scholar was deported from Taiwan last
week suspected of planning to hold a public speech
advertising unification by force and under the “one
country, two systems” model. According to the
National Immigration Agency the scheduled speech
was a violation of his tourist visa and could pose a
threat to national security and be a cause for public
unrest. The agency also announced that the scholar
was listed as ‘persona non-grata'. [Focus Taiwan]

In a latest development of frosty Cross-Strait

relations, Taiwanese warplanes and military

vessels shadowed on Monday a group of mainland
fighter jets, flying by the island from the south coast of
China on their way to military drills in the Western
Pacific. [Taipei Times]

China-Japan relations: Bumpy road to
improving ties

(dql) Sino-Japanese relations remain difficult despite
recent improvements. At fifth high-level economic
dialogue between China and Japan in Beijing last week,
China’s Foreign Minister demanded from Japan to
intensify efforts in seeking cooperation with China,
stressing that while both countries’ relations have
improved recently, they still are in an "initial phase"
with "[...] major opportunities,” but “also sensitivities
and weaknesses”. [Japan Today]

Among the sensitive issues voiced by Beijing at the
meeting was Japan's recently introduced 5G policy that
effectively prevents Japanese companies using
equipment from Chinese telecommunications giants
Huawei or ZTE. [Reuters]

Meanwhile, Japan hit back and voiced concern over
Beijing's policies that could give Chinese companies
unfair advantages when competing on new
technologies, including forced transfers of technology,
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intellectual property protection and industrial
subsidies to state companies. [Financial Times]

China-EU relations: Beijing's concession at
EU-China summit

(dgl) Amid growing concerns about China's influence in
Europe, the 21 annual EU-China summit last week is
widely seen as a success for the EU reflected in the
joint statement in which Brussels and Beijing agreed
on a wide-ranging EU-China investment deal to be
concluded in the near future, with the latter
reaffirming to increasingly commit itself to erasing
industrial subsidies and the obligation of technological
transfers, as well as a substantial opening-up of the
Chinese market to EU companies. [Asia Times]
[Deutsche Welle] [European Council, for the text of the
joint statement]

In a related development, during the 16+1 summit in
Dubrovnik, Croatia, last Friday Greece joined

the "Cooperation between China and Central and
Eastern European Countries”, turning the "16+1" into
the "17+1"-group. With Greece, there are now 12 EU
member states participating in this China-led initiative.
[Greek Reporter]

Sri Lanka: Former defense secretary and
possible presidential candidate faces
charges in the U.S. over alleged war
crimes

(zf) Gotabaya Rajapaka, Sri Lanka's former defense
secretary and potential future presidential candidate,
is facing several federal U.S. lawsuits over alleged war
crimes during Sri Lanka's decades-long civil war that
ended in 2009. Although Mr. Rajapaka holds dual U.S.-
Sri Lankan citizenship, he plans to renounce his U.S.
passport. It is unclear whether the renouncement was
initiated as a reaction to the legal action taken against
him or for domestic political reasons.

He is facing two separate lawsuits in the U.S. The first
involves accusations of complicity in torture regimes
during the war, and the second deals with the death of
a journalist. Rajapaka denies both charges and claims
they are politically motivated. He is the brother of
former Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa, the leader
who oversaw the transition from nearly 26 years of
intermittent civil war. As the fighting wound down,
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both men publically rejected calls for an international
investigation into alleged crimes during the war.
[Reuters] [Wall Street Journal]

Bangladesh-Bhutan: Several bi-lateral
agreements inked

(zf) Five bilateral agreements were signed this week,
including cooperation on inland waterways, health,
agriculture, tourism, and public administration.
Notably, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed
on the use of international waterways that flow
between the two countries for bilateral trade and
transit cargo. [Dhaka Tribune]

The small nations sit sandwiched between two major
regional powers (India and China). While Bangladesh
has regularly courted China for various projects and
cross-border trade initiatives, [Dhaka Tribune 2]
Bhutan has largely shunned its northern neighbor. In
fact, Bhutan is the only regional country exhibiting
strong pushback against Beijing's Belt and Road
Initiative. Although this comes as little surprise given
the two countries’ tense historical relationship,
Thimpu's extended hand toward Dhaka is likely a
further attempt to mitigate the negative economic
consequences implicit in rebuffing Chinese overtures.
[Times of India]

Maldives: Ex-president says relationship
with China will remain a priority despite
the continuation of ‘India first’ policy

(zf) After securing a strong majority in the country's
parliamentary elections last week, President Ibrahim
Mohamed Solih doubled down on his bid to end
corruption, especially in regards to a policy shift on the
handling of Chinese investment money. The issue of
corruption had become an important litmus test for
candidates during the last election cycle after charges
of money laundering were handed down to former
president Yameen several months ago. [Maldives
Independent]

While the landslide victory secured by Solih’s Maldivian
Democratic Party (MLD) gives them a clear mandate to
re-tool policy vis-a-vis Beijing, ex-president and MLD
stalwart Mohamad Nasheed said this week that the
Chinese relationship will continue to be a priority
despite the proposed rebalance to India. Historically,
the Maldives prioritized its relationship with India, no
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doubt in large measure due to its close proximity.
However, under Yameen the relationship strained
significantly. With the strong parliamentary majority,
normalizing the relationship with Delhi will likely be a
top-tier foreign policy goal. [The Print]

U.S.-Philippine naval exercises in South
China Sea amidst rising tensions

(Is) The United States, the Philippines and Australia
have conducted a joint military exercise in the South
China Sea from 1 to 12 April. The two-week Balikatan
(“shoulder-to-shoulder”) exercises included some 4,000
Philippine, 3,500 American, and 50 Australian troops.
The amphibious assault ship USS Wasp, with at least
10 F-35B stealth jets on deck, stood guard as
amphibious tanks rolled onto a Philippine beach
located a short sail away from islands also claimed by
China. [Straits Times 1]

The long-running US-Philippine military drills take place
at a time when Manila pushes back against the recent
presence of hundreds of Chinese ships near its Pag-asa
(Thitu) island. Nonetheless, both the US and the
Philippines have claimed the exercise is not aimed at
China. Rather, both countries advocated for freedom
of navigation in the area. Last month, US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo pledged to come to the Philippines'
defence in case of an "armed attack” in the sea, a clear
assurance Philippines leaders had long sought. [South
China Morning Post]

Moreover, Philippine Foreign Secretary Teodoro Locsin
Junior said the government had filed a diplomatic
protest after Filipino fishermen reported that Chinese
vessels were "mass harvesting giant clams" from
Scarborough Shoal. Locsin also reserved considering
legal action against China. The shoal was the site of a
stand-off between Philippine and Chinese government
ships in April 2012. China later took control of the area.
In July 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled
Beijing has no legal or historic basis to its claim over
the South China Sea. [Straits Times 2]

On last week’s Tuesday, about 1,000 protesters
descended on the Chinese embassy in Manila to
oppose growing Chinese influence in the Philippines.
They voiced disagreement over the terms of Chinese
loans for infrastructure in the Philippines, including the
construction of the Kaliwa Dam, for which China is
poised to loan some US$210 million. [Straits Times 3]
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China-Malaysia relations: East Coal Rail
Link on track again

(Is) Malaysia and China appear to have agreed on new
terms for the East Coast Rail Link deal, making the
realization of the project more likely again. China
apparently agreed to reducing Malaysia’s financial risk
by cutting the fees by one third to RM44 billion (S$14.4
billion) and creating a 50-50 joint venture to operate
the 640km line across Peninsular Malaysia. Moreover,
local participation in civil works of the key land bridge
in Beijing's Belt and Road initiative has also been
increased from 30 to 40 per cent. [Straits Times]

Analysts said the scale of concessions from the
Chinese side was a display of Beijing's increasing desire
to push back against accusations that the Belt and
Road Initiative was a form of “debt trap diplomacy”.
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahatir's administration had
initially suspended work on the rail link after its
election victory last May. Construction is now expected
to resume as early as next month. [South China
Morning Post]

In neighboring Indonesia, China’s high-speed rail
project linking Jakarta and Bandung is also under
increased scrutiny. Fears have intensified over a
potential debt trap. Moreover, the project has been
marked by delays and complaints of inadequate
compensation for villagers. It is now a central point of
debate in the coming election. [South China Morning
Post 2]

Vietnamese suspect in Kim Jong Nam
murder case soon to be released too

(Is) After Malaysian prosecutors had dropped the
murder charge against Doan Thi Huong, the
Vietnamese suspect in the Kim Jong Nam murder case,
her lawyer said that she will be released from
Malaysian custody on 3 May. She had pleaded guilty to
"causing injury" and was handed a three year and four
month jail term effective from the date of her arrest in
February 2017 and later reduced for good behavior.
The development appears to be the result of
diplomatic pressure from Vietnam, following the
release of an Indonesian co-suspect last month. The
case has raised questions over the prosecutors'’
independence from political influence. [Bangkok Post]
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Background Reading

China’s Seventh-Generation Leadership
Emerges onto the Stage

(dqgl) In the last quarter of 2018, a number of cadres
born in the 1970s - officials belonging to the “Seventh
Generation” (7G) of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) - were promoted to key regional positions as
vice-governors, vice-ministers, or their equivalents.
Willy Wo-Lap Lam provides interesting background
information on ten of China’s possible leaders of
tomorrow. [China Brief: The Jamestown Foundation]
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