
US President Donald Trump brushed off the first indict-
ments in the probe of his campaign’s ties to Russian elec-
tion meddling, but the charges sent a clear signal to the
White House and other Trump associates: Robert Mueller
means business. By going after Trump’s campaign manager
and another aide on money-laundering charges and secur-
ing a guilty plea from a third campaign adviser, the special
prosecutor showed he would delve deeply into the past
in search of criminal activity and use his broad powers
aggressively.

That left some Trump associates worried about what
or whom Mueller would target next, despite the White
House’s public dismissal of the developments as unrelated
to the president and his campaign. “They’re flexing their
muscles for anybody that they approach in this investiga-
tion and letting them know we really mean it,” said former
federal prosecutor Patrick Cotter. “So if we come to you,
you should talk to us. Manafort didn’t and look what hap-
pened to him.”

Manafort and Rick Gates are charged with money
laundering, tax fraud, conspiracy to defraud the United
States, and other counts. They pleaded not guilty on
Monday. The indictments, which closely detail the alleged
crimes, appeared to be an opening salvo from Mueller. He
was appointed by US Deputy Attorney General Rod
Rosenstein in May after Trump fired FBI Director James
Comey, who had led an investigation into whether the
Trump campaign colluded with Russia to influence the
2016 election.

Mueller was given a mandate to probe potential collu-
sion and “any matters that arose or may arise directly from
the investigation”. Trump has denied any collusion with
Russia and at times described the investigation as a “hoax”

and a “witch hunt”. Russia has denied interfering with the
2016 election. With the first indictments on Monday,
Mueller showed he was not afraid to use his powers, and
Trump officials noticed. “One thing I’m worried about in a
bigger scale is that Rosenstein, by giving Mueller this wide
berth, has created this monster,” said one former White
House official, who spoke on condition of anonymity.  A

former Trump campaign adviser fretted that the probe
could, as a result, touch on Trump’s businesses, too. 

Red line
In a New York Times interview in July, Trump indicated

that Mueller would be crossing a red line if he investigated
Trump’s family business. Legal experts said Mueller would
not be swayed by Trump’s view of the proper scope of the
investigation. “I don’t think prosecutors concern them-
selves with what politicians say about red lines being

drawn,” said former federal prosecutor Robert Capers.
Jens David Ohlin, a professor of criminal law at Cornell

Law School, said Mueller could be targeting alleged finan-
cial crimes by Manafort and Gates to gain their coopera-
tion and uncover wrongdoing elsewhere. A number of
lawyers said the guilty plea of George Papadopoulos,
announced by Mueller’s team on Monday, could ultimately
provide a closer link to the campaign and pressure others
to open up.

While the charges against Manafort and Gates were
not related to their campaign work, Papadopoulos admit-
ted he lied to the Federal Bureau of Investigation about
his contacts with foreign nationals he believed to be tied
to the Russian government while he was a campaign
adviser. Prosecutors said they arrested Papadopoulos in
July and that he was cooperating with the government.
“God knows what this guy’s going to say now,” said the
former Trump campaign adviser. “Since he’s cooperating,
he could set any perjury traps up for others.” 

Cotter said Mueller’s unveiling of Papadopoulos’ guilty
plea “was to head off any arguments that the case against
Manafort and Gates is not about Russia”. Frank Montoya,
a former senior FBI agent, said Manafort’s indictment and

Papadopoulos’ plea indicated Mueller was not going to
bow to White House pressure and would keep pushing
hard to uncover wrongdoing. “It is pretty much a road
map - we are going to be looking at the money laundering,
we are going to be looking at the failure to report income,
we are going to be looking at the general criminal conspir-
acies. This is also about Trump’s red line - we are going to
cross it. And we are going to keep looking at the so-called
collusion, or the coordination with the Russians to under-
mine democracy,” Montoya said.— Reuters 
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China has quietly undertaken more construction and
reclamation in the South China Sea, recent satellite images
show, and is likely to more powerfully reassert its claims
over the waterway soon, regional diplomats and military
officers say. With global attention focused on North Korea
and Beijing engrossed in its Party Congress, tensions in
the South China Sea have slipped from the headlines in
recent months. 

But with none of the underlying disputes resolved and
new images reviewed by Reuters showing China continu-
ing to develop facilities on North and Tree islands in the
contested Paracel islands, experts say the vital trade
route remains a global flashpoint. Some expect China to
land its first deployments of jet fighters onto its runways
in the Spratly islands in coming months, while regional
military officers say it is already using the new facilities
to expand naval and coast guard deployments deep into
Southeast Asia.

“They’ve built these extensive facilities and both
Chinese civilian and PLA experts have always made it
clear that when the strategic time is right, they’re going to
start using them more fully,” said Bonnie Glaser, a China
security expert at Washington’s Center for Strategic and
International Studies. “I think it is a question of when,
rather than if, China will start to assert its interests more
forcefully in the South China Sea ... and that is likely to be
at a time of China’s choosing,” Glaser told Reuters. Rival
claimant Vietnam, meanwhile, is nearing completion of
reclamations and an extended runway on its base on
Spratly Island, the satellite images show.

Calm after the storm
The build-up of the Spratlys symbolises China’s grow-

ing assertiveness over the South China Sea during
President Xi Jinping’s first term and was highlighted in his
address to the Communist Party Congress this month.
“Construction on islands and reefs in the South China Sea
has seen steady progress,” Xi told the Congress. The issue
is likely to come up during US President Donald Trump’s
visit to Asia, which begins this week.

“We remain concerned about tensions in the South
China Sea, in particular those caused by land reclamation
and militarization of disputed outposts and the willingness
of some to resort to coercive tactics to assert their
claims,” said Michael Cavey, a spokesman for the US State
Department. “We have consistently called on China, as
well as other claimants, to refrain from any further land
reclamation, construction of new facilities, and militariza-
tion of the disputed features.”  

Responding to Reuters’ questions, Chinese Defense
Ministry spokesman Ren Guoqiang reiterated the islands
were irrefutably Chinese territory. “You can’t say that the
construction on our islands and reefs in the South China
Sea and the building of necessary defensive facilities is an
expansion of military deployments,” he said. “We believe
that at present the situation in the South China Sea is gen-
erally good, and all relevant parties should work hard
together to protect the peace and stability of the South
China Sea.”

China’s ambassador to Washington, Cui Tiankai, said
on Monday the United States should not try to “interfere”
in regional efforts to resolve disputes in the South China
Sea. China has been seeking to soothe fellow claimant the
Philippines and accelerating talks with the wider ASEAN
grouping, amid concerns in Washington about the long-
term security of the waterway through which some $3 tril-
lion in trade a year passes.

In a speech in Singapore earlier this month, the most
senior US military chief in the region said even while
Washington pushed Beijing for help on North Korea, it
would still hold China accountable for actions that coun-
tered international rules and norms. “We also want Beijing
to do more to stop provocative actions in the East China
Sea and the South China Sea, where the Chinese are
building up combat power and positional advantage in an
attempt to assert de-facto sovereignty over disputed mar-
itime features,” Admiral Harry Harris, commander of the
US Pacific Command, said. China claims much of the area
through its controversial nine-dash line, which overlaps
rival maritime claims by Vietnam, the Philippines,
Malaysia, Taiwan and Brunei.

Tactics not strategy
A recent study by the US government-linked RAND

Corp weighing the risks of a conflict between the United
States and China moved the South China Sea up its list
of potential flashpoints. Placing it above Taiwan but
below the Korean peninsula, the study notes the water-
way has “become the unanticipated focal point of US-
Chinese ... rivalry”. While the Pentagon has embarked on
more regular freedom-of-navigation patrols, or
FONOPS, to challenge Beijing’s claims, some analysts
believe Washington is struggling to counter China’s
creeping domination of the area.

“China appears to be pursuing a well-thought out and
long-term strategy to achieve dominion over the South
China Sea while America responds with ad hoc tactical
maneuvers,” said Ian Storey, a South China Sea expert at
Singapore’s Yusof Ishak Institute. “FONOPS are tactics
not strategy, and they have not made China rethink its
plans for the South China Sea one iota.”

Ni Lexiong, a naval expert at the Shanghai University
of Political Science and Law, said there was little need for
China to dramatically increase deployments now, but
much depended on the actions others. —Reuters
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Can religions help 
in fight against 
climate change?
In Sikh temples the world over, community
kitchens offer free meals to anyone regard-
less of color, creed or caste. But the lan-
gars - as the kitchens are called - often
distribute food grown with chemical pesti-
cides, which can contribute to pollution
and leak into rivers and streams. In 2015, a
push by Sikh environmental groups drove
the Golden Temple, the Sikh faith’s holiest
which feeds 100,000 people daily, to start
growing its own organic food to reduce its
impact on nature.

“There are many hints in our holy book
to protect mother earth and to commit to
the betterment of society for all life on
earth,” said Ravneet Singh, South Asia
manager of EcoSikh, a Sikh environmental
group. “The most vulnerable entity on the
planet is the planet itself - the forest, the
water, the air, the soil,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation in a tele-
phone interview.

Many of the world’s religions consider
nature sacred and religious leaders have
increasingly come out in favor of protect-
ing it - including by acting to curb climate
change. Experts say religions, which con-
nect with people’s emotions and personal
lives, could help mobilize people in the
fight against climate change where facts
and politics have failed. Faith groups also
control trillions of dollars in assets, which
could support that fight. A range of reli-
gious organizations are meeting this week
in Switzerland to issue rules on ethical
investment - including backing away from
fossil fuels and moving towards green
projects.

A growing share of the six billion
believers around the world are getting per-
sonally involved in the fight against climate
change as well, from eco-friendly mosques
in Britain to river cleanups by Hindu

groups in India to tree-planting projects
on religious land in sub-Saharan Africa.

Emotions first
Under a Paris climate change deal

agreed by nearly 200 nations in 2015,
countries pledged to keep the rise in aver-
age global temperatures below 2 degrees
Celsius above pre-industrial levels to stave
off the worst effects of climate change.
Despite mounting evidence that global
warming will reach catastrophic levels if
planet-warming emissions are not drasti-
cally cut, governments globally are falling
short of the efforts required, experts say.

Average surface temperatures are
already 1.2 degrees Celsius above pre-
industrial times, the World Meteorological
Organization says. This - combined with an
uptick in record floods, hurricanes and
other weather disasters - has led a growing
number of religious authorities to speak
out in favor of climate action. In
September, Pope Francis and Orthodox
Christian leader Patriarch Bartholomew
called for a collective response from world
leaders to climate change, saying the plan-
et was deteriorating and vulnerable people
were the first to be affected.

Their words could more effectively
change many people’s minds than scientific
reports, experts say. “All big faiths talk
about caring for the most vulnerable and
caring for the earth,” Cynthia Scharf, a for-
mer senior staff member on the United
Nations secretary general’s climate team,
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
“What really motivates people is not facts
but values and emotions. Those are pretty
universal feelings,” said Scharf, who was
raised in a Christian Protestant family and
whose brother is a missionary. “Religious
communities can address some of the
questions which are at the heart of climate
change, such as fairness,” she said.

Many religions already advocate envi-
ronmentally-friendly behaviors as part of
their cores values, such as living with fewer
material luxuries, saving water or avoiding
meat. Jainism for example, practiced by
over four million people in India, prohibits

killing animals and promotes a vegetarian
lifestyle, which scientists say could play a
major role in reducing planet-warming
greenhouse gas emissions.

Holy investments
Around the world, religious investment

funds handle trillions of dollars each year,
according to environmental group The
Alliance of Religion and Conservation
(ARC). Historically, faith-based funds have
avoided investing in alcohol, weapons,
tobacco and, more recently, fossil fuels that
contribute to climate change. Last month,
40 Roman Catholic groups in countries
including Australia, South Africa and the
United States said they were shunning
investments in fossil fuels and switching to
greener energy.

But beyond avoiding certain types of
investments, faith groups are also increas-
ingly looking to actively invest in projects
that protect the planet, such as renewable
energy, sustainable agriculture or forest

protection. “Deforestation is not stopped
by divesting (from fossil fuels). Somebody
else will buy your stock,” said Gunnela
Hahn, the head of sustainable investment
for the Church of Sweden. “We want to
invest in the solution.” 

This week in the small Swiss town of
Zug, investors and leaders from eight of the
world’s biggest religions - including
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam - pub-
lished priorities they have set themselves
for ethical investment. Some of the guide-
lines include supporting recycling projects
and waste reduction, investing in companies
that widen access to clean water and edu-
cation, and chosing enterprises that have a
strong environmental record. But grassroots
faith groups across the globe also are
bringing religious teachings into thousands
of projects on the ground to protect people
and nature from the effects of climate
change and pollution. Many Hindu groups
are working to clean the Ganges and
Yamuna rivers in India. —Reuters 
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Mueller’s first charges a show of force

This file photo taken on May 20, 2016 shows an Indian woman
walking on the parched bed of Chandola Lake with a metal pot on
her head to fetch water in Ahmedabad. —AFP 


