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communities, public health 
and the networks of power 
that sustain the trade.
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         ormer president Rodrigo Duterte of the
         Philippines goes on trial at  the International 
Criminal Court in The Hague at the end of 
November for alleged crimes against humanity 
committed during his so-called ‘war on drugs’. It is a 
significant moment for the Philippines, where 
Duterte’s daughter and current vice-president, Sara, 
is herself on trial in the Senate on impeachment 
charges. It is also significant for the region, where 
the synthetic drug methamphetamine seems to be 
taking over from heroin as the recreational drug of 
choice.

In Democracy Asia this month we report on drug 
culture in the Philippines; 
we look at the country 
that is still regarded as the 
region’s principal source 
of both heroin and 
methamphetamine, 
Myanmar; and we review 
the book Narcotopia, 
which tells the story of the 
shift from heroin to 
methamphetamine and 
the role played by the Wa 
in the region where 
Myanmar, Laos and 
Thailand meet, long 
known as the ‘Golden 
Triangle’.

Another theme in this month’s edition is 
‘de-dollarisation’, moves towards reducing the 
central role of the dollar in international trade and 
investment. In Business, Sam Tully explains the 
moves, mainly led by China, to reduce the 
dominance of the US dollar and questions whether 
they can succeed, while Rahul Jaywant Bhise 
explains how leaders of the BRICS group of nations, 
meeting in Delhi in September, put off any decision, 
asking only for further study. Also in Business, 
Helen Davidson reports on the smuggling of 
advanced AI chips through Southeast Asia to China 
in defiance of US export controls.

Delhi and several other Indian cities have 
recently been the scene of large street protests 
led by the ‘Cockroach’ movement of young 
people, many of them students or unemployed 
graduates concerned at the direction of India’s 
democracy. The protests have been fuelled by the 
removal of some 130 million names from the 
electoral rolls, which determine who may vote, in 
a revision by the country’s Election Commission. 
Madhavi Ravikumar reports on the anger this 
revision has generated and questions its impact 
on Narendra Modi’s government. It is not our role 
to predict an outcome from this protest 
movement but the episode has already 

demonstrated the 
important role played by 
the media – in this case 
The Indian Express and 
The Wire – in digging 
beneath the surface to 
find out what has gone 
wrong with India’s 
democracy.

One of the 
longest-lasting territorial 
disputes in Asia – over 
Kashmir – is the subject 
of a background report 
by Andrew Whitehead, 
who explains the history 
of rival claims to the 

former princely state, parts of which are ruled by 
India, Pakistan and China. Clare Rewcastle 
Brown updates what we know of the 1MDB 
scandal that brought down the government of 
Najib Razak and led to his imprisonment.

Lijia Zhang reports how China’s wealthy are 
moving on from conspicuous consumption to 
subtler markers of status – experience, taste and 
escape – in a society founded on the promise of 
equality. John Duerden assesses the impact of the 
recent Asian Games in Nagoya in Japan on two 
Asian countries, South Korea and India.

Nicholas Nugent

The Editorial Page

This month, we explore Asia’s 
shifting drug trade, challenges to 

the US dollar’s dominance, and the 
growing tensions surrounding 

technology and geopolitics. We also 
examine protests in India, the 

long-running Kashmir dispute, 
corruption in Malaysia, changing 

social values in China, and the 
impact of the Asian Games.
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In India the Tata Sons feud 
deepens
The Tata Sons board voted on 17 
September to reappoint N. 
Chandrasekaran as chairman for five 
more years, five weeks after he said 
he would not seek another term in 
February 2027. The resolution was 
passed over the objection of Noel 
Tata, chairman of the Tata Trusts, 
which hold 66 per cent of shares in 
Tata Sons. Noel questioned the use 
of the chairman’s casting vote, asked 
for the video and minutes of the 
meeting, and tabled an opinion 
from a former chief justice of India, 
D.Y. Chandrachud. Tata Sons 
produced opinions from two other 
former judges backing the decision. 
The Reserve Bank of India has also 
rejected Tata Sons’ bid to avoid a 
stock-market listing, which the 
Trusts oppose.

Rubio skips Delhi for Ambani’s 
refinery
US Secretary of State Marco Rubio 
held talks with India’s External 
Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar in 
Mumbai and then visited Reliance 
Industries’ refinery at Jamnagar in 
Gujarat, bypassing Delhi. He toured 
the facility, the world’s largest 
single-site refinery, and met 
members of the Ambani family, 
including Mukesh Ambani. Rubio 
called India a ‘refining superpower’ 
and said the US wanted to work 
more closely with Reliance on 
refining energy from the ‘Western 
Hemisphere’, a nod to Venezuelan 
crude, of which Reliance was once 
among the largest buyers before US 
sanctions disrupted the trade. The 
visit came weeks after the US Labor 
Department suspended green-card 
processing for eight companies, 
including Infosys, TCS and Wipro, 
which Vice-President JD Vance 
accused of replacing American 
workers with ‘foreign indentured 
servants’, a remark India called 
‘deeply offensive’.

Pakistan-Afghanistan cross 
border fighting resumes
President Asif Ali Zardari declared a 
state of emergency in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa on 11 October and 
suspended the provincial 
government, led by the party of the 
imprisoned former prime minister 
Imran Khan. The federal cabinet 
accused it of disengaging from the 
fight against militancy. The planned 
march on Islamabad to demand 
Khan’s release fizzled out after 
hundreds of activists were detained. 
The ousted chief minister, Sohail 
Afridi, and other party leaders are 
being held in ‘preventive detention’ 
at undisclosed locations. The 
emergency followed a suicide attack 
in the north-west on 18 September 
that killed 31 people, and fresh 
clashes with Afghanistan’s Taliban 
government after talks in Moscow 
ended on 5 October without a joint 
statement. Also on 5 October, the 
International Criminal Court 
unsealed arrest warrants for four 
senior Taliban figures, including 
supreme leader Hibatullah 
Akhundzada, for gender persecution.

Hormuz stalemate drags on
October has been the busiest month 
for attacks on shipping in the strait 
since March, according to the UK’s 
maritime monitor, and the war has 
spread to Saudi Arabia, where a 
Houthi missile strike on Riyadh’s 
airport killed 13 people. The war that 
began with US and Israeli strikes on 
28 February remains deadlocked over 
the Strait of Hormuz. Iran’s 
parliament speaker, Mohammad 
Baqer Qalibaf, said on 4 October that 
the strait would stay closed until 
Washington accepted Tehran’s 
seven-point plan. Foreign Minister 
Abbas Araghchi said on 18 October 
that the strait could reopen within 
days if Washington met Tehran’s 
conditions, which include an end to 
the American blockade of Iranian 
ports. A person briefed on the talks 

told Reuters that the sides largely 
agree on the steps but not their 
sequence.

China’s Communist Party 
plenum to focus on discipline
The Communist Party’s Central 
Committee is meeting in Beijing 
from 26 to 29 October for its fifth 
plenary session since it was 
formed in 2022. Xinhua gives the 
agenda as ‘several major issues 
concerning the sustained 
advancement of full and rigorous 
party self-governance’, which the 
South China Morning Post says 
usually means fighting 
corruption, tightening discipline 
and shoring up loyalty. The fourth 
plenum, in October 2025, 
approved recommendations for 
the 15th Five-Year Plan. This 
session precedes the 21st party 
congress in autumn 2027, when Xi 
Jinping is widely expected to 
begin a fourth term.

China/US summit extends 
trade truce, but little else
Xi Jinping’s state visit to 
Washington on 23–25 September, 
his first to the White House in 
more than a decade, extended the 
US–China trade truce by two 
months, to 10 January. The two 
sides agreed to cut tariffs on 
US$30 billion of non-sensitive 
goods in each direction and began 
operating a Board of Trade and a 
Board of Investment, but larger 
disputes over technology controls, 
rare earths and farm purchases 
remain unresolved. Taiwan 
appeared in China’s readout but 
not in the White House fact sheet. 
On 10 October Taiwan’s president, 
Lai Ching-te, said in his National 
Day speech that the island 
cherishes peace but will not give 
up its freedom. Beijing accused 
him of clinging to a ‘Taiwan 
independence’ mindset.
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