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Political Risk Update: February 3, 2021 

◼ Pakistan: Supreme Court’s terrorism decision will strain ties with Washington

◼ Myanmar: Military will face immense external pressure after coup

◼ Russia: Second weekly protest attracts smaller turnout but more arrests

◼ India: Farming protests grows more bitter

◼ Bolivia: Health sector faces strikes as COVID-19 vaccinations begin

Pakistan: Supreme Court’s terrorism decision will strain ties with 
Washington 

Event 

On January 28, Pakistan’s Supreme Court ordered the release of four men convicted in a high-

profile terrorism case involving the murder of US journalist Daniel Pearl 19 years ago. 

Outlook 

The court’s decision will set back Islamabad's efforts to build rapport with the new 

administration in Washington, even though the provincial authorities in Sindh are taking steps to 

challenge the ruling. The Biden administration will now explore options for trying Sheikh in the 

United States. 

Analysis 

The Supreme Court has upheld an April 2020 decision by Sindh province's high court to 

overturn the murder conviction and death sentence against Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh and 

acquit the other three of all charges related to the murder of Daniel Pearl. US Secretary of State 

Antony Blinken said the ruling was "an affront to terrorism victims everywhere". In an effort to 

placate the new Biden administration, the Sindh government is petitioning the Court to review 

its decision, but a change is unlikely. Pakistan is looking for deeper engagement with the United 

States on trade and other issues likely to be of interest to the Biden administration, but one of 

Washington's main expectations of Islamabad is that it should strengthen its domestic 

counterterrorism framework. Instead, the Supreme Court decision undermines it. 

Myanmar: Military will face immense external pressure after coup 

Event 

On February 1, the military detained State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi and other officials 

associated with the National League for Democracy (NLD) ahead of parliament's scheduled 

reopening, on the grounds that there was fraud in the recent general election. 
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Outlook 

The military has moved now to prevent the opening of the new parliament following the 

November 8 general election, which the NLD won with an increased majority in the legislature. 

But by seizing power now it has exposed the country to huge external pressure. In the 

immediate term, the army will be accused of undermining Myanmar's response to the pandemic 

with its communications blackout. In the longer term, it could face a range of damaging 

sanctions from several global players. 

Analysis 

The military has declared a one-year state of emergency, promising fresh polls thereafter. 

Communications have been cut in parts of the country, troops are on the streets in major cities, 

banks have been closed and more than twenty government ministers have already been 

replaced. Several countries have criticised the army's actions, with the United States warning of 

action against those responsible. The coup is a response to the fact that Suu Kyi's NLD 

emphatically retained power in the November poll, increasing its majorities in parliament's upper 

and lower houses (where 25% of seats are reserved to the military). Last week, a military 

spokesman refused to rule out a coup when asked by reporters about the prospect of such a 

move, insisting that the country’s electoral commission, which rejected allegations of fraud, was 

not doing enough to investigate alleged discrepancies in voter lists. 

 

Russia: Second weekly protest attracts smaller turnout but more arrests 

Event 

Fewer people turned out across the country on January 31 to voice support for opposition 

leader Alexey Navalny than had done so a week earlier. 

Outlook 

The demonstrations appear to be following the trajectory the Kremlin will have hoped to see, 

with numbers declining as less committed participants fall away and so reduce the impact and 

threat posed by a movement that still lacks clear political aims. 

Analysis 

More than 5,000 protesters were detained in 86 cities across Russia on January 31, according 

to independent monitors. The number of people detained, which included 2,700 in Moscow and 

St Petersburg alone, was higher than during the first protests a week earlier, but initial reports 

suggest that overall participant numbers were down. One of the drivers of the protests is a 

video in which Navalny, who has campaigned against corruption for years and is now in a 

Moscow prison, offers evidence that members of the elite siphoned off money from business 

ventures and state enterprises to fund a giant palace for President Vladimir Putin. On January 

30, Putin associate Arkady Rotenberg announced that the palace was in fact his, and had been 

for several years. 
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India: Farming protests grow more bitter 

Event 

On February 1, security forces prevented protesting farmers from entering central Delhi while 

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman was presenting his budget for the fiscal year that begins 

in April. 

Outlook 

The initial protests by farmers were triggered by three agricultural laws passed by Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi's government last September that affect the way in which agricultural 

produce is sold, and the grievances caused by the legislation remain unresolved. More than 60 

people have died in the protests so far and the violence seen in Delhi last week will cost the 

farmers some popular support, even though protest representatives continue to blame outside 

agitators. Meanwhile, the legal action being taken by authorities against some reporters who 

have been covering the protests is seen by many as further evidence that the government 

hopes to intimidate its critics into silence. 

Analysis 

The government has offered to suspend the reforms contained in last year’s legislation for 18 

months, but protesters say they will accept nothing short of full repeal. A demonstration during 

Republic Day last week turned violent when several protestors deviated from the pre-agreed 

route of a tractor convoy and forced their way past police to the historic Red Fort, where they 

hoisted various flags alongside the national one. Several journalists could now face sedition 

charges over their coverage of the Republic Day protest. 

 

Bolivia: Health sector faces strikes as COVID-19 vaccinations begin 

Event 

Bolivia began its COVID-19 vaccine roll-out on January 29, the day after it received 20,000 

doses of Russia's Sputnik V vaccine. 

Outlook 

Health workers will be first to get the vaccine, although President Luis Arce may be inoculated 

early in hopes of dispelling public apprehension about receiving the jab. Threats of strike action 

by health workers might not affect vaccine distribution directly but would put further pressure on 

the country’s health services, which are already under severe strain. 

Analysis 

The government has ordered more than five million doses of Sputnik V, and deliveries of the 

AstraZeneca vaccine are expected to begin in April. Health workers will be prioritised in the roll-

out, which will then be expanded to the wider population. The vaccination programme is a 

priority because Bolivia is experiencing a COVID-19 resurgence, with infection figures in recent 

weeks often exceeding 2,000 a day. The Bolivian Medical College is nevertheless threatening 
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national strike action in support of its opposition to emergency legislation that seeks to limit the 

rights of health workers to protest during the pandemic. 
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