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Focus

Trump’s climate 

decision puts US 

on a lonely path

By Julie Pace

President Donald Trump’s decision to pull out of
the landmark Paris climate accord sends an
unmistakable message to the world: America First

can mean America Alone. Trump’s move, announced
with great fanfare in the White House Rose Garden on
Thursday, immediately leaves the United States isolated
on a paramount global concern. It demonstrates the US
is willing to back away from a coalition it assembled just
18 months ago. Nearly 200 countries joined the land-
mark deal forged under Trump’s predecessor. Now the
US stands with only Syria and Nicaragua as countries on
the sidelines. Nicaragua balked because it found the
deal’s standards insufficient.

It’s a bitter blow to stalwart European partners who
launched an aggressive campaign to convince Trump
that American leadership is central to combating climate
change. Even a direct appeal from the Vatican wasn’t
enough to persuade the president. Miguel Arias Canete,
the European Union’s top climate change official, called
Trump’s decision “a sad day for the global community.”
For anxious allies, Trump’s rejection of the Paris pact is
particularly jarring in the wake of his first international
trip last week. Standing in the heart of Europe, Trump
publicly lectured NATO partners about their military
commitments and offered no explicit endorsement for
the collective defense agreement at the core of trans-
Atlantic security for decades. His stunning posture left
the distinct impression that for the new American presi-
dent, the nation’s long-standing obligations to allies are
neither unshakable nor unbreakable.

Trump did little to quell those concerns Thursday.
Offering a glimpse into his apparent anxiety over how
he’s viewed on the world stage, Trump argued that the
same countries practically begging him to stay in the
Paris accord were in fact mocking the United States’ par-
ticipation. “We don’t want other countries laughing at
us anymore and they won’t,” Trump declared. “I was
elected to represent the citizens of Pittsburgh, not Paris.”
Indeed, Trump’s supporters cheered the decision, which
marked the fulfillment both of his campaign promise to
scrap the climate accord and his broader pledge to put
American interests above all else. As a candidate, he vig-
orously accused President Barack Obama of capitulating
to other nations in negotiations not only on the Paris
pact, but also multi-country trade deals and the agree-
ment to curb Iran’s nuclear ambitions.

Trump’s record of holding to those promises is
mixed: He moved swiftly to withdraw from the sweep-
ing Pacific Rim trade pact the Obama administration
negotiated, but has signaled to other nations that he
plans to stay in the nuclear deal so long as Iran lives up
to its obligations.

To be sure, Trump is hardly the first American presi-
dent to turn his back on a predecessor’s international
agreement. President George W Bush provoked similar
anger from European allies when he decided not to
implement the 1997 Kyoto climate change treaty, which
was ratified by 140 nations. Bush made a similar argu-
ment to the one outlined by Trump Thursday, saying it
put the US at a disadvantage compared with major pol-
luters like China and India.

Still, Bush made the broad and public case for US
leadership in international cooperation, even as his poli-
cies in Iraq and Afghanistan frayed some American
alliances. Trump’s “America First” mantra, underscored
by his condemnation of both Bush’s wars and Obama’s
diplomacy, has signaled a new strain of isolationism. On
Thursday, he not only called the Paris accord a bad deal,
he declared its rejection to be “a reassertion of America’s
sovereignty.” Since the election, administration officials
have labored to explain that Trump does not intend to
insulate the US from the rest of the world or leave allies
in a lurch. White House advisers point to Trump’s deci-
sion to renegotiate, rather than scrap, the North
American Free Trade Agreement with Canada and
Mexico as a sign that the president isn’t recoiling from
all of America’s commitments.

Trump left open the prospect that he’ll ultimately
take a similar approach to the Paris pact,  announcing
Thursday that while the US will immediately stop com-
plying with the standards, his administration will begin
negotiations to seek a better deal. It’s unclear why the
US would need to start such negotiations given that the
climate agreement gave each country the ability to set
its own targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

The European nations that pushed for Trump to stay
in the deal appear to be in little mood to help the presi-
dent take credit for getting a better deal. France,
Germany and Italy quickly issued a joint statement
Thursday saying the Paris climate accord can’t be rene-
gotiated. — AP

Philippines siege: A wake-up call for SE Asia
By Tom Allard

At the beginning of the battle that has raged for the
past 12 days in Marawi City at the southern end of
the Philippines, dozens of Islamist militants stormed

its prison, overwhelming the guards.
“They said ‘surrender the Christians’,” said Faridah P Ali,

an assistant director of the regional prison authority. “We
only had one Christian staff member so we put him with
the inmates so he wouldn’t be noticed,” he said.

Fighters from the Maute group, which has pledged alle-
giance to Islamic State (IS), menaced the guards and shout-
ed at prisoners: but no one gave up the Christian man.
“When they freed the inmates, he got free,” said Ali. It was a
brief moment of cheer, but over the next few hours the
militants took control of most of the city, attacked the
police station and stole weapons and ammunition, and set
up roadblocks and positioned snipers on buildings at key
approaches. The assault has already led to the death of
almost 180 people and the vast majority of Marawi’s popu-
lation of about 200,000 has fled.

The seizing of the city by Maute and its allies on the
island of Mindanao is the biggest warning yet that the
Islamic State is building a base in Southeast Asia and bring-
ing the brutal tactics seen in Iraq and Syria in recent years
to the region. Defense and other government officials from
within the region told Reuters evidence is mounting that
this was a sophisticated plot to bring forces from different
groups who support the Islamic State together to take con-
trol of Marawi.

The presence of foreigners - intelligence sources say the
fighters have included militants from as far away as Saudi
Arabia, Pakistan, Chechnya and Morocco - alongside locals
in Marawi, has particularly alarmed security officials. For
some time, governments in Southeast Asia have been wor-
ried about what happens when battle-hardened Islamic
State fighters from their countries return home as the
group loses ground in the Middle East, and now they have
added concerns about the region becoming a magnet for
foreign jihadis. “If we do nothing, they get a foothold in this
region,” said Hishammuddin Hussein, the defense minister
of neighboring Malaysia.

Defense and military officials in the Philippines said that
all four of the country’s pro-Islamic State groups sent fight-

ers to Marawi with the intention of establishing the city as
a Southeast Asian ‘wilayat’ - or governorate - for the radical
group. Mindanao - roiled for decades by Islamic separatists,
communist rebels, and warlords - was fertile ground for
Islamic State’s ideology to take root. This is the one region
in this largely Catholic country to have a significant Muslim
minority and Marawi itself is predominantly Muslim.

It is difficult for governments to prevent militants from
getting to Mindanao from countries like Malaysia and
Indonesia through waters that have often been lawless and
plagued by pirates.

The Combating Terrorism Center, a West Point, New
York-based think tank, said in a report this week that
Islamic State is leveraging militant groups in Southeast Asia
to solidify and expand its presence in the region. The key
will be how well it manages relations with the region’s jiha-
di old guard, CTC said.

Commander fired
The Maute group’s attack is the biggest challenge faced

by Philippines President Rodrigo Duterte since coming to
power last June. He has declared martial law in Mindanao,
which is his political base. His defense forces were caught
off guard by the assault and have had  difficulty in regain-
ing control of the city - on Saturday they were still strug-
gling to wipe out pockets of resistance. On Monday,
Brigadier-General Nixon Fortes, the commander of the
army brigade in Marawi, was sacked.

An army spokesman said this was unrelated to the bat-
tle. But a military source, speaking on condition of
anonymity, told Reuters on Friday that Fortes was dis-
missed because not all his forces were in the city when the
rebels began their rampage, even though military intelli-
gence had indicated that Islamist militants were amassing
there. The assault came just months after security forces
attacked the mountain lair of Isnilon Hapilon, a long-time
leader of Abu Sayyaf, or “Father of the Sword”, a notorious
Islamist militant group known for kidnapping.

He swore allegiance to Islamic State in 2014, and quickly
got other groups to join him. Most important among them
was the Maute group, run by brothers Omar and Abdullah
Maute from a well-known family in Marawi. In a video that
surfaced last June, a Syria-based leader of the group urged
followers in the region to join Hapilon if they could not

travel to the Middle East. Hapilon was named IS leader in
Southeast Asia last year.

The Philippines military said Hapilon was likely wound-
ed in the raids but managed to escape to Marawi, where
he joined up with the Maute group. According to a state-
ment on a social media group used by Maute fighters, the
group wants to cleanse Marawi of Christians, Shi’ite
Muslims, and polytheists - who believe in more than one
God. It also wants to ban betting, karaoke and so-called
“relationship dating.”

Mountain liars
Some officials said Philippines security forces became

complacent about the threat from IS after the January
raids. “We did not notice they have slipped into Marawi
because we are focusing on their mountain lairs,”
Philippines Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana told
reporters. Over the past few months, Philippine and
Indonesian intelligence sources said, Hapilon’s forces were
swelled by foreign fighters and new recruits within Marawi.
Many of the outsiders came to Marawi using the cover of
an Islamic prayer festival in the city last month, said
Philippines military spokesman Lt Col Jo-Ar Herrera.

Lorenzana said that Hapilon brought 50-100 fighters to
join Maute’s 250-300 men, while two other groups, the
Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters  and the Ansar Al-
Khilafah Philippines, together brought at least 40 militants
with them.

On May 23, four days before the start of the Muslim fast-
ing month of Ramadan, they launched their attack when
Philippine forces made an abortive attempt to capture
Hapilon inside Marawi. After the military retreated in the
face of a phalanx of armed guards, about 400 militants
quickly fanned out across the city, riding trucks mounted
with 50-calibre machine guns and armed with rocket-pro-
pelled grenades and high-powered rifles.

Within hours, they attacked the jail and nearby police
station, seizing weapons and ammunition, according to
accounts from residents. The Dansalan College, a
Protestant institution, and the Catholic Cathedral of Maria
Auxiliadora, were both razed, and a priest and about a
dozen other parishioners captured. They remain hostages.

A Shi’ite mosque was also destroyed, and a statue of
Jose Rizal, the Philippines hero of the uprising against
Spanish rule, was beheaded.—Reuters

Hurdles to Franco-German bargain are high
By Noah Barkin

Midway through their news confer-
ence in Berlin last month, French
President Emmanuel Macron

turned to German Chancellor Angela Merkel
and laid out a quid pro quo on strengthen-
ing Europe’s single currency project.
“Everyone has a job to do,” Macron said.

“I have to press ahead with reforms that
are necessary for our country and for
restoring trust between France and
Germany.  And the chancellor must make a
convincing case to her public, to her politi-
cal class.” Macron campaigned on a promise
to “rebuild” Europe through deeper integra-
tion of the euro zone, the 19-nation curren-
cy zone which ranks as one of the EU’s
biggest achievements but which critics say
is still work in progress 18 years after its
launch. He seems determined to fulfill his
side of the bargain. Polls suggest his new
party, la Republique en Marche, could win
an absolute majority in parliamentary elec-
tions this month.  That would make it easier
for him to deliver on his plans to reform the
French economy.

But in Berlin, questions remain about
whether Merkel will embrace the leap in
European integration that Macron wants.
That would mean taking on skeptics in her
party who remain reluctant to compromise
with the new president of France, a country
they worry has a vision of a Europe in which
Germany has to pay for the failure of others
to knock their economies into shape.

Macron’s team was elated with their
Merkel meeting in Berlin. She agreed to
work with them on a “roadmap” for euro-
zone reform and hinted at the possibility of
radical steps that would require changes to

the European Union’s Lisbon treaty. Last
Sunday, she appeared to double down on
the idea of closer European cooperation,
telling a political rally in Munich that the
continent may no longer be able to count
on the United States and must take its des-
tiny into its own hands. But people close to
the chancellor who spoke to Reuters on
condition of anonymity said it would be
wrong to interpret her recent remarks as a
sign that Berlin is preparing to water down
the principles that have guided it for years:
those of a rules-based Europe where
“responsibility” trumps “solidarity”. “The
chancellor did not say what she said in
Munich because she wants to prepare the
ground for making financial concessions to
Macron,” a top aide told Reuters.

Small steps 
At the heart of Macron’s plan for Europe

is the creation of a euro zone finance minis-
ter who would oversee a pooled budget for
investments and transfers intended to help
euro zone members cushion downturns.
That official would be answerable to a euro
zone parliament, or sub-section of the
European Parliament. Germany’s Social
Democrats (SPD), junior partners in
Merkel’s “grand coalition”, have backed this
approach. But opposition among Merkel’s
conservative allies runs deep.

In conversations with half a dozen law-
makers from Merkel’s Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) a picture emerged of a party
that would prefer to take small symbolic
steps with France - identifying joint invest-
ment projects or aligning corporate tax
rates - than contemplate the big changes
that Macron is seeking. Many of the law-
makers said they were worried about alien-
ating non-euro countries in eastern Europe

and Scandinavia with an aggressive push
for deeper cooperation between members
single currency bloc.

They also argued that none of the steps
being proposed by Macron could be done
without treaty change, a multi-year process
fraught with political risks. “There are those
that say we need to do everything in our
power to ensure Macron is successful, other-
wise we’ll have (French far-right leader)
Marine Le Pen five years from now,” said
Thorsten Frei, a CDU lawmaker and member
of the European Affairs committee of the
Bundestag. “I don’t share this viewpoint at all.
What we need to do is build Europe in the
right way,” he said. “We should not be lurch-
ing into a quick deepening of the eurozone.”

Guenther Krichbaum, another CDU mem-
ber and head of the European Affairs com-
mittee, said Macron’s ideas for a eurozone
budget and parliament made little sense
because they would only duplicate EU struc-
tures. “When Britain leaves, 85 percent of the
EU budget will be financed by members of
the euro zone. You don’t need an extra budg-
et for the euro zone on top of that,” he said.

Black-yellow
Whether Merkel is prepared to push

back against the skeptics, as Macron sug-
gested last month, may not become clear
until  after the German election in
September. But people close to the chan-
cellor say they do not expect her to make a
strong case for deeper European integra-
tion during the election campaign. “Of
course we will talk about Brexit. We will talk
about the new Franco-German tandem,”
the aide said. “But this will  not be a
plebiscite on Europe.” Much could depend
on the outcome of the vote. —ReutersFrench President Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor Angela Merkel


