
J
ust when US President Donald Trump’s strategy for
North Korea was finally starting to show dividends, he
threw it a curve. At long last, his administration seemed

to be speaking with one voice on a key national security
issue, a surprisingly elusive task in Trump’s first six months.
But he upended all that with a threat to slam the North with
“fire and fury like the world has never seen” if it provoked
America again.

By inflaming the situation, Trump also may have under-
mined the only serious prospect for resolving the North
Korea crisis: Successful cooperation with China. Trump’s
strategy has relied on a delicate diplomatic two-step:
Increasing pressure on China in hopes that, in turn, China
will use its influence to get North Korea to abandon its
nuclear aspirations. Trump had been deeply frustrated by
China’s recalcitrance, but there were signs it was finally
coming around, including its vote in favor of the toughest
UN sanctions in a generation - possibly ever.

On its face, Trump’s move seemed to fit a pattern in
which he becomes his own biggest obstacle to achieving
his objectives. Sometimes he exposes divisions within his
administration that others can then exploit. Other times,
Trump stakes out positions so unpopular that needed part-
ners can’t afford to work with him. In other cases, he’s
played directly into his critics’ worst suspicions about him.

That tendency has been on display repeatedly, including
in his firing of the former FBI director who had been investi-
gating his campaign’s possible Russia collusion, his “Muslim
ban” comments that sank his travel ban in court, and siding
with Saudi Arabia over Qatar in the Persian Gulf crisis just as
his administration was trying to mediate. With North Korea,
it was the budding prospect for the cooperation he’d been
seeking from Beijing that was jeopardized by his latest
unforeseen move.

In recent months, Trump had been so frustrated by
Beijing’s reluctance to help that he let it be known he was
considering new, punitive trade actions. The Treasury
Department had even prepared unprecedented “sec-
ondary sanctions” targeting Chinese companies and banks
that deal with North Korea. But Trump agreed to hold off
after China, with its UN Security Council vote, signaled it
was finally moving in the direction Trump wanted, US offi-
cials said.

So when Trump seemed late Tuesday to lower himself to
Kim Jong Un’s level, aggressively threatening the North
with physical force, it wasn’t just Washington that was taken
aback. “For the leader of the most powerful country in the
world to be talking about the ability to annihilate another
country with a power never seen before not only gets a
reaction from Pyongyang, but from Beijing, and Europe,”
said Jeffrey Bader, formerly President Barack Obama’s top
Asia hand who now runs the Brooking Institution’s China
program. “That is not helpful to our interests.”

Even before his threat, US officials had been concerned

that China would only halfheartedly enforce the sanctions.
So Trump’s administration put Beijing on notice it would be
closely monitoring its compliance. Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson was in Asia pressing other North Korean neigh-
bors to be strict, too. He also offered Pyongyang a way out:
Halt missile tests, and eventually, the U.S. would return to
negotiations.

But in the wake of Trump’s threat, it’s far from clear that
China - the North’s economic lifeline - will feel compelled
to punish Pyongyang economically, a step that China ulti-
mately feels is against its interests. The sanctions aim to cut
off one-third of the North exports, starving it of cash for its
nuclear and ballistic weapons programs. China may see
Trump’s apocalyptic missive as evidence he isn’t truly inter-
ested in the kind of diplomatic solution that would pre-
serve Beijing’s No. 1 interest: Stability in its neighborhood.
Without Beijing’s cooperation, the sanctions would have

negligible effect.
So what drove Trump to upset the balance on North

Korea so dramatically? And why now? One possible trigger
was a news report about a new US military assessment
claiming the North had mastered the ability to fit a nuclear
warhead atop one of its long-range missiles - a key step
toward being able to strike the US. Another may have been
Pyongyang’s threat of “thousand-fold” revenge for the new
UN sanctions.

Trump’s threat blindsided Tillerson while he was in Asia,
according to officials familiar with the timeline. And while
his alliterative “fire and fury” admonition seemed premedi-
tated, Trump aides insisted that while they’d discussed with
the president what tone he’d strike if asked about North
Korea, they didn’t know exactly how he’d phrase it.  The
aides weren’t authorized to comment publicly and spoke
on condition of anonymity. — AP 

A
ny new military conflict with North Korea would
likely escalate quickly to the use of nuclear
weapons, bringing catastrophic casualties not seen

since World War Two and an untold economic impact
worldwide, former US defense officials and experts say.
While the United States has maintained an uneasy calm
with North Korea for more than six decades and spikes in
tensions are not new, recent supercharged rhetoric
between the unpredictable US President Donald Trump
and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un have heightened
the risk of miscalculation that could make that nightmare a
reality, they say.

On Thursday, North Korea upped the ante by saying it
would complete plans by mid-August to fire four interme-
diate-range missiles over Japan to land near the US Pacific
island territory of Guam, after Trump said that any threats
by Pyongyang would be “met with fire and fury like the
world has never seen.” The exchange followed a United
Nations resolution tightening sanctions on North Korea
after it tested two intercontinental ballistic missiles
designed to carry nuclear warheads to the United States.
Trump said on Thursday his fire and fury comment was not
tough enough.

Despite the war of words, for now the US military says
there has been no change in its readiness posture in South
Korea or elsewhere in Asia. Analysts say they have seen no
evidence of any increased alert in North Korea. But they
warned the bluster could raise the risk of miscalculation
that could result in conflict far beyond the scale of the
1950-53 Korean War, which claimed the lives of more than
50,000 Americans and millions of Koreans and ended in an
armed truce, not a peace treaty.

“The major thing people are talking about is miscalcula-
tion - we could easily stumble into something with the
rhetoric being so heated,” said Philip Yun, a Korea expert
who was an Asia adviser under former President Bill
Clinton. Yun, now executive director of the Ploughshares
Fund, an anti-proliferation initiative, said the risks were
exacerbated by the “credibility problem” Trump has
acquired due to his frequent off-the-cuff remarks that
often appear to go counter to the more measured remarks
of his officials.

“In nuclear deterrence, credibility is everything and
there’s a situation that if no-one takes you seriously, you
have to do something to make sure you are taken serious-
ly, and that’s where the miscalculation can happen,” Yun
said. With hundreds of thousands of troops and huge arse-
nals arrayed on both sides of a tense demilitarized zone,
the Korean peninsula has long been a tinder box. North
Korea’s acquisition of nuclear weapons and its hell-for-
leather development of an array of missiles to deliver
them, have raised the stakes further.

Catastrophic Casualties
Even a conventional clash could cause catastrophic

casualties, given the thousands of North Korean artillery
pieces ranged along the border, at least 1,000 of which are
capable of reaching the densely populated South Korean
capital Seoul and its metropolitan area, home to some 25
million people. “It would be very difficult to eliminate that
threat before the artillery fire could create a lot of damage
on the southern side,” David Shear, who served as the sen-
ior US defense official for east Asia under former president
Barack Obama, told Reuters. “I take projections of casual-

ties of thousands to tens of thousands quite seriously and
that’s just in South Korea - it’s possible North Korea could
attack Japan as well.”

The real danger of any preemptive US strikes against
North Korea’s weapons sites would be that Pyongyang,
whose conventional forces are considered no match for
those of the United States and its allies, might resort to
using its chemical and biological weapons and ultimately
its nuclear arsenal. Then there is the potential for casualties
running into the millions. “If they did launch they could
potentially wipe out cities in South Korea and Japan, and in
the longer term maybe reach the U.S. West Coast and even
further inland,” said Hans Kristensen, director of the
Nuclear Information Program at the Federation of
American Scientists.

Even if everything went right for the Pentagon, a US
strike campaign against North Korea would take up to a
week to be effective, said Kristensen. A former US military
officer who served multiple tours in South Korea and Japan
said that to succeed completely, it would take at least a
month, given how well protected and dispersed North
Korean targets were. “And it would provoke a massive
North Korean reaction, even when they spotted prepara-
tion for such a strike, or the instant one began.”

Yun said the catastrophe would not just be human. “If
we had a war, think about what it means. You are talking
South Korea, the 11th largest economy in the world, Japan,
the third largest economy, and you are talking about
ground troops on the Korean peninsula. “Donald Trump’s
agenda would be consumed by this. Nothing else would
get done. It’s against his interest and it’s not really an
option.” — Reuters 

ANALY S I S
SUNDAY, AUGUST 13, 2017

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

All articles appearing on these pages are the
personal opinion of the writers. Kuwait Times
takes no responsibility for views expressed
therein. Kuwait Times invites readers to voice
their opinions. Please send submissions via
email to: opinion@kuwaittimes.net or via snail
mail to PO Box 1301 Safat, Kuwait. The editor
reserves the right to edit any submission as
necessary.

Any new war could escalate to catastrophe

H
ezbollah and its allies are pressing the Lebanese
state to normalize relations with President
Bashar Al-Assad’s government in Syria, testing

Lebanon’s policy of “dissociation” from the Syrian con-
flict and igniting a political row. Calls for closer ties
with the Syrian government, including on refugee
returns and military operations on the Lebanon-Syria
border, come as Assad regains control of more territory
from insurgents and seeks to recover his international
standing.

The Lebanese policy of “dissociation”, agreed in
2012, has aimed to keep the deeply divided state out
of regional conflicts such as Syria even as Iran-backed
Hezbollah became heavily involved there, sending
fighters to help Assad, who is also allied to Iran. The
policy has helped rival groups to coexist in govern-
ments bringing together Hezbollah, classified as a ter-
rorist group by the United States, with politicians allied
to Iran’s foe Saudi Arabia, underpinning a degree of
political entente amid the regional turmoil.

While Lebanon never severed diplomatic or trade
ties with Syria, the government has avoided dealing
with the Syrian government in an official capacity and
the collapse of the policy would be a boost a political
boost to Assad. It would also underline Iran’s ascen-
dancy in Lebanon, where the role of Saudi Arabia has
diminished in recent years when it has focused on con-
fronting Tehran in the Gulf instead.

Assad’s powerful Lebanese Shiite allies want the
government to cooperate with Syria on issues such as
the fight against jihadists at their shared border and
securing the return of the 1.5 million Syrians currently
taking refuge in Lebanon. “Everybody recognises (the
dissociation policy) as a farce to some extent, but at
least it contained the conflict and prevented Lebanon
from being dragged even further into what is going on
in Syria,” said Maha Yahya, director of the Carnegie
Middle East Centre in Beirut. “(A normalization of rela-
tions) would be viewed as a victory, if using sectarian
terms, of Shiites versus the Sunnis and will just inflame
tensions even more.”

Road to Damascus
Lebanon’s relationship with Syria has for decades

set rival Lebanese against each other. Syria dominated
its smaller neighbour from the end of its 1975-90 civil
war until 2005. A row erupted this week because of
plans by government ministers from Hezbollah and
the Shiite Amal party to visit Damascus next week.
Although the government has refused to sanction the
visit as official business - citing the dissociation policy -
Industry Minister Hussein Hajj Hassan, a Hezbollah
member, has insisted they will be in Damascus as gov-
ernment representatives.

“We will meet Syrian ministers in our ministerial
capacity, we will hold talks over some economic issues
in our ministerial capacity, and we will return in our
ministerial capacity to follow up on these matters,”
Hassan told Al-Manar TV. Samir Geagea, a leading
Lebanese Christian politician and longstanding oppo-
nent of Hezbollah and Syrian influence in Lebanon, has
said the visit to Syria will “shake Lebanon’s political sta-
bility and put Lebanon in the Iranian camp”.

A senior Lebanese official allied to Damascus
described the row as “part of the political struggle in
the region”. The influence of Iran’s allies in Lebanon was
shown last year by the selection of a longtime ally of
Hezbollah, Christian politician Michel Aoun, as head of
state in a political deal that also installed Saudi-allied
Sunni Prime Minister Saad Al-Hariri.

Syrian Returns
Hezbollah has recently stepped up calls for the

Lebanese government to engage directly with
Damascus over the return of Syrian refugees, who now
account for one in four of the people in Lebanon and
are overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim. The issue is of enor-
mous political sensitivity in Lebanon, although all
politicians agree they must return to Syria due to
strains on Lebanon’s resources and risks to its sectarian
balance.

Hariri has said Lebanon will only coordinate refugee
returns with the United Nations, which says there can be
no forced return of people who fled the conflict, many
of whom fear returning to a Syria governed by Assad.
But one branch of the Lebanese state, the powerful
internal security agency General Security, recently held
talks with the Syrian authorities to secure the return of
several thousand Syrians into Syria following a military
campaign by Hezbollah in the northeast border region.
General Security says the refugee returns have been vol-
untary. The United Nations has had no role in the talks.
An expected Lebanese army assault on Islamic State mil-
itants at the border with Syria has been another focal
point for the debate over cooperation with Damascus.
The army, a recipient of U.S. aid, has said it will lead the
battle alone in Lebanese territory, and does not need to
coordinate with other parties. —Reuters 
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Trump throws his own strategy a curve

A
nuclear showdown. The world’s most unpre-
dictable foe. A world on edge. What will the new
president do? Be Trump. Faced with perhaps his

gravest international crisis yet, President Donald
Trump this week responded precisely as his some of
supporters hoped and his critics long feared. The mix
of plain-spoken bluster, spontaneity and norm-break-
ing risk that defined his political rise defined his
approach to a round of fresh threats from nuclear
North Korea. When Pyongyang punched, Trump coun-
terpunched harder - much as he did on a debate stage
flanked by political opponents.

But this was not a Florida debate stage or a low-
stakes celebrity Twitter war of the sort Trump perfect-
ed before entering politics. It was a standoff over
North Korea’s rapidly developing nuclear program,
complete with trading threats of war and the safety of
millions in the balance. Over the course of the week,
Trump unleashed provocative rhetoric and dismissed
the careful or precise diplomatic language favored by
his predecessors.

“They should be very nervous,” Trump said of North
Korea. “Because things will happen to them like they nev-
er thought possible, OK? Still, Trump’s strategy was famil-
iar. He tweeted regularly. He took it personally. He spoke
off the cuff. He talked - a lot - holding a two-day blitz of
press conferences, each yielding moments that immedi-
ately sparked chatter, confusion, criticism and attention.

On Friday, after striking a slightly toned-down mes-
sage to North Korea, Trump offered that he would con-
sider military action in Venezuela, where the president
has consolidated power and sparked widespread inter-
national condemnation. In the course of a 12-minute
exchange with journalists, the remark raised the
prospect of the use of military force against two coun-
tries in two different hemispheres.

Trump’s pugnacious public talk is matched by his pri-
vate conversations with aides and allies. Trump has told
associates that North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has
disrespected him and the United States and that he
believes the rogue nation will only respond to tough-
ness and the threat of force, according to two people
who, like others interviewed, requested anonymity
because they were not authorized to discuss private
conversations.

Some aides were surprised when Trump declared
Tuesday, soon after word spread that North Korea
had made a nuclear breakthrough, that the isolated
nation would face “fire and fury” if the threat contin-
ued. The president had not used those words in a
conference call with advisers beforehand when dis-
cussing the matter. He also told aides, including new
chief of staff John Kelly, that he had no intention of
softening his tone, according to two White House
officials, who also demanded anonymity to discuss
the conversations. — AP 

Trump meets crisis 

with bluster, risk


