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In 2016, a court in The 
Hague ruled against China. 
Beijing ignored it.

Ten years later, the 
judgement that was 
supposed to constrain 
China has done little to 
prevent its transformation 
of the South China Sea. 
Reefs have become military 
bases, shipping lanes have 
become strategic assets, 
and a vast stretch of 
contested water now sits 
within Beijing’s expanding 
sphere of influence.

China did not need to fire a 
shot to change the balance 
of power. It built, 
negotiated, waited, and let 
its neighbours adjust to 
each new reality.

The result may be one of 
the clearest lessons in 
modern statecraft: 
sometimes the most 
consequential victories are 
won long before anyone 
declares a war.
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             ater and international law are prominent
            themes in this edition: the disputed waters of 
the South China Sea where China lays claim to 
territory within its ‘nine-dash line’, notwithstanding 
a 2016 ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitration 
in The Hague that the claim had no basis in law. At 
the time it seemed like a victory for the Philippines, 
which had contested China’s claim. The ruling 
versus the reality suggests that action and military 
might are more powerful than international law.

Our second water report, on the Indus Waters 
Treaty, has similar resonance. India has unilaterally 
suspended the international treaty to punish its 
co-signatory, Pakistan, 
for what Delhi claims is 
cross-border terrorist 
action in Kashmir. Again, 
it seems as if the actions 
of government have 
overridden a painfully 
negotiated treaty over the 
sharing of the waters of 
Punjab, a name derived 
from the Persian panj 
(five) and ab (water). The 
region, now divided 
between India and 
Pakistan, is these days 
considered to be home to 
six rivers: the Ravi, Beas 
and Sutlej, 
predominantly in India, 
and the Indus, Jhelum and Chenab, which are 
mainly in Pakistan.

Among other reports we have an eye-witness 
account from the Iranian city of Shiraz during the 
anti-government uprising in January. We consider 
how the future of Japan’s monarchy, one of the 
world’s oldest, is imperilled by a shortage of male 
heirs. In China there are worries about the impact of 
a declining population – partly a result of the 

country’s previous ‘one-child’ policy, though also an 
outcome of gender imbalance and changing social 
practices, such as later marriage and a preference for 
smaller families.

We take a first look at the Central Asian republic of 
Uzbekistan, famous for its cultural heritage around 
Samarkand, Bukhara and Khiva – and also as the 
birthplace of Babur, regarded as the founding father 
of India’s Mughal empire. Fast forward more than 
five centuries, and we consider how Gen Z, those 
born around the turn of the millennium, are 
changing the face and possibly the substance of 
politics across South Asia, in Sri Lanka, Nepal, 

Bangladesh and now 
India.

In Business, we report on 
pending changes at the 
top of the Tata empire 
with the decision by 
Executive Chairman N. 
Chandrasekaran to step 
down. The dramatic 
decision is still being 
played out. As John 
Elliott reports, it looks as 
if the Tata family is 
taking back control. We 
look at the miracle 
microprocessor producer 
that is Taiwan, now 
taking advantage of 

heightened demand for sophisticated ‘chips’ as a 
result of the drive toward AI.

Finally, in Bookshelf this month we consider the 
works of one of India’s most prominent writers, 
Arundhati Roy, who is also regarded as an activist. It 
may be Gen Z who are out on the streets demanding 
change but writers can also exert powerful influence 
on society, not least in such areas as the 
environment.

Nicholas Nugent

The Editorial Page

From disputed waters and shifting 
borders to changing societies and a 
new generation making its political 

voice heard, Asia is confronting 
important questions about power, 

identity and the future. This month, 
we explore the forces reshaping the 

region – from international tensions 
and demographic change to 

technological progress, business and 
the growing demand for change.
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Myanmar
Myanmar's military-backed 
government released photographs 
on 3 August showing detained 
former leader Aung San Suu Kyi 
meeting Arnaud de Baecque, the 
International Committee of the 
Red Cross's resident 
representative in the country, the 
first confirmed meeting she has 
had with a foreign representative 
since being detained in 2021. The 
meeting followed mounting 
international concern about her 
health, after years in which the 
military kept her whereabouts and 
condition secret. The ICRC 
confirmed the visit followed its 
standard protocols for detainee 
visits, including the chance to 
speak with her in private, though 
it declined to disclose what was 
discussed. Suu Kyi had her 
sentence reduced by one sixth as 
part of a wider amnesty following 
Min Aung Hlaing's election as 
president.

Pakistan-Saudi Arabia-Turkey
Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan 
signed the Mecca Joint Deterrence 
Agreement on 7 August, 
committing each state to treat an 
armed attack on any one of them 
as an attack on all three. Pakistani 
officials described the pact as 
purely defensive and open to other 
countries. Analysts cautioned 
against reading it as a NATO 
equivalent despite its 
collective-defence clause. The 
agreement builds on the mutual 
defence pact Pakistan and Saudi 
Arabia signed in September 2025, 
and brings together Turkey's 

defence-industrial capabilities, 
Saudi’s financial weight and 
Pakistan's nuclear-armed military.

Bangladesh
Bangladesh's Parliament elected 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party 
secretary-general Mirza Fakhrul 
Islam Alamgir as president on 20 
August, in the country's first 
contested presidential vote since 
1991. Alamgir, 78, won 255 votes 
against 88 for Liberal Democratic 
Party chairman Oli Ahmad, the 
nominee of an eleven-party 
opposition alliance led by 
Jamaat-e-Islami. The vote followed 
the resignation of former president 
Mohammed Shahabuddin, a close 
ally of ousted prime minister Sheikh 
Hasina, who cited serious illness 
after facing sustained pressure to 
step down. The presidency is largely 
ceremonial but carries 
constitutional powers including 
those of appointing the prime 
minister and chief justice.

India
Hundreds of Tibetan exiles staged a 
protest in New Delhi on 20 August 
against Beijing's new Ethnic Unity 
and Progress Law, with many 
demonstrators shaving their heads 
and chanting slogans against 
Chinese president Xi Jinping. They 
argued the legislation threatens 
Tibetan language, culture and 
religious practice and lays a legal 
basis for what they call ‘forced 
assimilation’. China maintains the 
law, in force since 1 July, is intended 
to foster development, patriotism 
and unity among its 56 officially 
recognised ethnic groups.

Japan-Russia
Japanese prime minister Sanae 
Takaichi condemned Russian 
president Vladimir Putin's first 
visit to the disputed Kuril Islands 
on 13 August, calling it 
'absolutely unacceptable' and 
reiterating that the islands, 
which Tokyo calls the Northern 
Territories, are Japanese territory 
under both history and 
international law. Moscow 
responded by summoning 
Japan's ambassador to protest the 
remarks as anti-Russian. The 
dispute over the islands, seized 
by the Soviet Union at the end of 
the Second World War, has 
blocked a formal peace treaty 
between the two countries for 
eight decades.

Indonesia
President Prabowo Subianto 
used his second State of the 
Nation address on 14 August to 
strike an upbeat tone after a 
turbulent year, telling Parliament 
that Southeast Asia's largest 
economy grew 5.61 percent in the 
first quarter and 5.45 percent 
across the first half of 2026, the 
strongest such growth in thirteen 
years, and could reach 6 percent 
by year's end. He used the same 
speech to attack corruption and 
waste among bureaucrats, state 
firms, police and the military, 
continuing a hard-edged 
governing style that has followed 
a year of aggressive economic 
restructuring, including the 
replacement of a long-serving 
central bank governor and a 
technocratic finance minister.
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