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WASHINGTON: The Pentagon is considering
sending US military aircraft and ships to assert
freedom of navigation around rapidly growing
Chinese-made artificial islands in the disputed
South China Sea, a US official said. Defense
Secretary Ash Carter requested options that
include sending aircraft and ships within 12
nautical miles of reefs that China has been
building up in the Spratly island chain, the offi-
cial said. Such a move would directly challenge
Chinese efforts to expand its influence in the
maritime heart of Southeast Asia. “We are con-
sidering how to demonstrate freedom of navi-
gation in an area that is critical to world trade,”
the US official said, speaking on condition of
anonymity, adding that any options would
need White House approval.

Carter’s request was first reported earlier on
Tuesday by the Wall Street Journal, which said
one option was to fly Navy surveillance aircraft
over the islands. It quoted US officials as saying
there was now growing momentum within the
Pentagon and the White House for taking con-
crete steps in order to send Beijing a signal that
the recent build up in the Spratlys had gone too
far and needed to stop. The Pentagon and
White House did not immediately comment
but the South China Sea is likely to be a topic of
discussion when US Secretary of State John
Kerry visits China this weekend.

Part of Kerry’s trip will focus on preparations
for the annual US-China Strategic and
Economic Dialogue scheduled to be held in
Washington in late June. Asked about the
Pentagon plan, China’s Foreign Ministry said on
Wednesday that Beijing was “extremely con-
cerned” and demanded that the US issued a
clarification of the remarks. “Freedom of naviga-
tion certainly does not mean that foreign mili-
tary ships and aircraft can enter another coun-
try’s territorial waters or airspace at will,” said
ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying at a reg-
ular briefing. “We demand the relevant side
talks and acts cautiously and does not take any
actions that are risky or provocative to maintain
regional peace and stability.”

Beijing claims sovereignty over most of the
South China Sea, through which $5 trillion in
ship-borne trade passes every year. The
Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Taiwan and
Brunei also have overlapping claims. News of
the possibly tougher US stance came as a key
pillar of President Barack Obama’s rebalance to
Asia in the face of China’s rising power suffered
a major blow at the hands of Democrats in the
US Senate, who blocked debate on a bill that
would have smoothed the path for a 12-nation
pan-Pacific trade deal.

Risk of confrontation
The practice of sending ships and aircraft

near the artificial islands would be in line
with regular US military “Freedom of
Navigation” operations, which it conducted
last year to challenge maritime claims of 19
countries, including China. China drew con-
demnation from Japan and the United States
in 2013 when it imposed an Air Defense
Identification Zone (ADIZ) in the East China

Sea, in which aircraft are supposed to identify
themselves to Chinese authorities.  The
United States responded by flying B-52
bombers through the zone. Rory Medcalf,
head of the National Security College at the
Australian National University, said if the key
policy response being considered to Beijing’s
reclamation in the Spratlys involved a show
of force, it suggested Washington and its
allies did not have many good options. “The
risk of this is that China may use such deploy-
ments as a reason to try to challenge or con-
front US forces,” he said.

The Philippines, a US treaty ally, said
urgent action was needed. “We are taking the
position that we must do something quickly

lest the massive reclamation results in the de
facto control by China of the South China
Sea,” Foreign Secretary Albert del Rosario said
at the Center for Strategic and International
Studies think tank in Washington. He said he
was in Washington to see what more the two
allies could do. Recent satellite images have
shown that since about March 2014, China
has conducted reclamation work at seven
sites in the Spratlys and is constructing a mili-

tary-sized air strip on Fiery Cross Reef and
possibly a second on another reef.

A senior US military commander familiar
with the situation in Asia said he believed
the runway would be finished as early as
the year-end and would be capable of han-
dling a wide array of military aircraft. This
would allow China to extend its air cover-
age for patrols and while an ADIZ was not
inevitable, it was likely China would even-
tually declare one in the South China Sea,
said the commander, who declined to be
identified. China has said it had every right
to set up such zones but that current condi-
tions in the South China Sea did not war-
rant one. —Reuters

RIYADH: The tag-team of princes rep-
resenting Saudi Arabia at a summit
with President Barack Obama in
Washington have relatively little in
common-except their extreme power.
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef,
the kingdom’s 55-year-old interior min-
ister, is a known quantity in
Washington, a longtime security chief
praised for efforts against Al-Qaeda
that saw the jihadist group try to assas-
sinate him.  

But Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman is a virtual
unknown, a favored son of King
Salman elevated to the defense min-
istry after his father assumed the
throne earlier this year.  Even
Mohammed bin Salman’s exact age
has not been disclosed. Some esti-
mates put him in his early 30s.  King
Salman’s pull-out of the two-day sum-
mit of Gulf leaders in Washington and
at Camp David has prompted wide-
spread speculation.  

Some called it a snub connected with
Saudi concerns over a nuclear deal with
Iran. But analysts said Salman could not
have sent more powerful men in his
stead. Their presence at the summit is “as
good as if the king was attending per-
sonally,” said Jamal Khashoggi, an analyst
and head of the Alarab News Channel
who has close links with the royal family.
And even if Salman had attended, the
two princes would “probably do most of
the heavy lifting,” a Western diplomatic
source said. 

‘Trying to earn his stripes’  
Mohammed bin Nayef is in charge of

the kingdom’s security matters while
Mohammed bin Salman heads defense
issues, including oversight of the Saudi-
led military campaign against Iran-
backed rebels in Yemen. “I think they’re
obviously viewed as the rising stars” in
the Saudi hierarchy, said Frederic Wehrey
of the Middle East Program at the
Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace in Washington. Both princes were
promoted by King Salman, 79, to the
positions of heir and second-in-line to
the throne late last month, although they
already held powerful posts after Salman
was crowned following the death of King
Abdullah in January.

Mohammed bin Nayef studied poli-
tics in the United States and had several
military training courses, including
under the Central Intelligence Agency,
according to experts on the Saudi royal
family. He spent years in the interior
ministry, personally overseeing the
kingdom’s crackdown on Al-Qaeda
which waged a campaign of shootings
and bombings that killed foreigners
and Saudi security personnel between
2003 and 2007.

Mohammed bin Nayef himself
became a target, narrowly escaping
with superficial injuries in 2009 when a
suicide bomber blew himself up while
pretending to surrender. The bespecta-
cled Mohammed bin Nayef “is held in
high regard” in the United States for his
success against Al-Qaeda, according to
David Ottaway, a senior scholar at the
Wilson Center in Washington. “He’s a
known quantity,” Wehrey said. “He has
strong personal relationships with many
in Washington.”  That is not yet the case
for the dark-bearded Mohammed bin
Salman.  According to a biography from
the MiSK Foundation, which the prince
established for youth development, he
had “a professional career of 10 years”
before becoming in 2009 a special
adviser to his father and later head of his
court when Salman became crown
prince.

On January 23 - the day Salman
acceded to the throne-he named his
son minister of defense. Mohammed
bin Salman’s picture went up on bill-
boards around the country alongside
images of the king and Mohammed bin
Nayef.  Just weeks after taking charge of
the kingdom’s armed forces, the prince
assumed huge responsibility when the
Saudi-led coalition on March 26 began
its air war against the Yemeni rebels.
Bruce Riedel, a former CIA officer who
directs the Brookings Intelligence
Project in Washington, wrote that
Mohammed bin Salman “has a reputa-
tion for being aggressive and ambi-
tious, as might be expected”. Wehrey
said Washington is “a bit more leery” of
the inexperienced younger prince, who
is “trying to earn his stripes” and whose
Yemen campaign has “given a lot of
people pause” because of civilian casu-
alties and other concerns. —AFP
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PAGASA ISLAND: Philippine soldier Tychico Octobre patrols a beach in Pagasa Island
(Thitu Island) at the Spratly group of islands in the South China Sea, west of Palawan.
The Spratlys are considered a potential Asian flashpoint, and claimant nations have
expressed alarm as China has embarked on massive reclamation activity. —AFP
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