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The Editorial Page

From missile strikes in the Gulf to 
ballot boxes this month shows that 
conflict and democratic change are 

unfolding simultaneously across Asia 
—with global consequences.

“

            arch was dominated by the outbreak of war in
            the Gulf after the US and Israel fired missiles 
at Iran. Israel’s response to incoming missiles it 
blamed on Iran’s Lebanon-based ally Hezbollah 
opened up a second theatre of war. The intensity of 
attacks in both directions across the Gulf and the 
blockade by Iran of the Strait of Hormuz caused oil 
and gas shortages in Asia and beyond. Did Israel 
and the United States intend to bring about ‘regime 
change’ in Iran and, if so, are they likely to succeed? 
In this issue we look back at how the Islamic 
Republic of Iran came into being, with an 
eye-witness account by a 
reporter who flew into 
Tehran with Ayatollah 
Khomeini in 1979, and 
consider how leadership 
in the ayatollah-led 
regime now operates.

We assess the outcome of 
elections in Bangladesh 
and Thailand. In 
Bangladesh there are reasons to see the triumphant 
win of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) led 
by Tarique Rahman as the start of a new democratic 
era though – as our cover reminds us – it is also the 
extension of a dynasty. The new prime minister is 
the third member of his family to lead Bangladesh: 
his father, Ziaur Rahman, founded the BNP and was 
the country’s president from 1977 to 1981; his 
mother, Begum Khaleda Zia, held the post of prime 
minister from 1991 to 1996 and 2001 to 2006 and led 
the BNP until her death last December.

In Thailand, the surprising re-election of the 
Bhumjaithai Party is a triumph for its leader, 
Anutin Charnvirakul, as well as for the army. The 
party’s aggressive attitude towards the country’s 
neighbour Cambodia, with whom Thailand fought 
a border war last year, played a significant part in 

the election result. We analyse another border 
conflict, between Pakistan and Afghanistan, by 
reporting on its origins along a now disputed 
colonial border which divides Afghanistan’s 
dominant Pashtun community and take a look at 
the role the army plays in Pakistan’s governance.
 
We reflect on China’s latest Five-Year Plan and 
consider its implications for the country’s trade 
and foreign relations, while in Business we explore 
the competition between the United States and 
China over rare-earths. Bisinomics considers the 

economic implications of the 
Iran war. While it may 

be too early to reach 
firm conclusions the 
war and the 
blockade of the 
Strait of Hormuz 
already have major 
implications for oil 
and gas importers 

throughout Asia and 
beyond. With fuel shortages being reported – 
hitting smaller nations such as Sri Lanka, 
Myanmar and Taiwan first – we need no crystal 
ball to see that the cost of living for ordinary 
people and viability of smaller businesses will 
suffer first.

For lighter reading, we reflect on how the graceful 
sport of cricket, popular across South Asia, has 
become politicised. We report on a new film by the 
dissident Iranian film-maker Jafar Panâhi, and our 
reviewer makes light of a heavy book on India’s 
economy entitled A Sixth of Humanity.

Do write and tell us if you think we are getting the 
balance right between politics, business and 
lighter or lifestyle topics: 
letters@democracyasia.com

Nicholas Nugent

M
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War in the Gulf
After three rounds of talks 
between the US and Iran, Israeli 
and US forces attacked Iran on 28 
February, causing the deaths of 
the country’s Supreme Leader, 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and 
members of his family. This 
proved to be the start of a war 
that escalated rapidly when Iran 
fired missiles and drones at 
targets in neighbouring Kuwait, 
Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates, Oman, Saudi Arabia, 
Iraq and Syria, as well as at Israel 
and Jordan and as far as Turkey 
and Cyprus. Israel responded to 
attacks it blamed on Iran’s ally, 
Hezbollah, with missile attacks 
on Beirut and southern Lebanon, 
turning the country into a second 
major war zone.
 
Subsequent bombing of Iran by 
the US and Israel killed other 
senior figures including the 
secretary of Iran’s Supreme 
National Security Council and 
former nuclear negotiator, Ali 
Larijani, and the commander of 
the Basij militia, Gholamreza 
Soleimani. Iran chose 56-year-old 
Mojtaba Khamenei, the son of Ali 
Khamenei, as its new Supreme 
Leader, the third ayatollah to 
hold the post since the Islamic 
Republic was founded in 1979.
 

As Iran threatened shipping in the 
strategic Strait of Hormuz and 
struck several tankers, there were 
concerns across Asia and beyond of 
fuel shortages as around 20% of 
global oil and gas supplies pass 
through the Strait. Shortages were 
felt throughout Asia with South 
Asia, which depends heavily on oil 
and gas from the Gulf, among the 
worst affected regions.
 
US-Japan-China
The recently re-elected prime 
minister of Japan, Sanae Takaichi, 
had talks with US President 
Donald Trump at the White House 
on 19 March. They discussed the 
situation at the Strait of Hormuz. 
Meanwhile, the US president 
called off his visit to China to meet 
Xi Jinping, planned for the end of 
March, because of the war in the 
Gulf.
 
Nepal
The Rastriya Swatantra Party led 
by 35-year-old rapper and former 
mayor of Kathmandu, Balendra 
‘Balen’ Shah, won a comfortable 
victory at elections in early March. 
This brought to an end a period of 
unelected government under the 
country’s former chief justice 
which took office six months 
earlier after Gen Z-inspired 
protests led to the resignation of 
the former prime minister.
 

Kazakhstan
A referendum on 15 March 
gained the support of 87 
percent of voters for changes to 
the constitution aimed, it was 
said, at easing the transition 
when 72-year-old President 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev ends 
his term of office in 2029.

Myanmar
Following elections held from 
28 December to 25 January, 
Myanmar’s parliament 
convened in Nay Pyi Taw on 16 
March for the first time since 
the February 2021 coup d’état. 
Khin Yi, chair of the 
military-backed Union 
Solidarity and Development 
Party, was elected speaker of the 
lower house. According to BBC 
Burmese, more than a dozen 
retired generals sit in the lower 
house including the junta’s 
prime minister, Nyo Saw. 
Elsewhere, Frontier Myanmar 
reported that a government 
airstrike on 8 March killed at 
least 116 prisoners of war and 
civilians and injured 32 others 
at a detention camp for 
captured military prisoners in 
Rakhine State. If confirmed, it 
would be the deadliest airstrike 
for nearly three years.
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