
N Korea looms
large as Trump
challenges Iran
WASHINGTON: As President Donald Trump
prepares to decide on certifying the Iran
nuclear deal, the White House has come to
see a rapidly escalating standoff with North
Korea as both a complicating factor and a
cautionary tale. By the close of business
today, Trump is expected to declare that a
landmark agreement curbing Iran’s nuclear
program is no longer in the US interest.

That would not kill the deal outright, but it
would pass that decision on to Congress-a
gambit full of risk for the greater Middle East.
During months of debate about regional
repercussions from Aden to Kabul, indeed,
since the hours after Trump was elected, a
gathering storm with North Korea has
weighed heavily.

The weight of office 
When Trump met president Barack

Obama for the first time on November 10,
2016, the outgoing leader had an ominous
warning for the president elect. Sitting feet
from each other in the storied Oval Office,
Obama told Trump he would face a fateful

decision on North Korea in the first months
of his presidency.

Trump would have to decide whether to
allow Kim Jong-Un to develop the capability
to nuke almost any city in the continental
United States. Presidents from Obama back
to George Bush Sr. had tried inducements
and coercion to prevent North Korea from
breaking through a series of ominous prolif-
eration thresholds. But year after year, as the
Kim dynasty passed through three genera-
tions, North Korea marched ever closer to
mastering what Winston Churchill once called
the “lights of perverted science.”

Pyongyang covertly separated plutonium,
withdrew from the nuclear non-proliferation
treaty, and developed a medium-range ballis-
tic missile that could hit Alaska or Hawaii. It
perfected an atomic bomb. By November
2016, US intelligence believed that
Pyongyang would-in a matter of months
rather than years-be able to marry interconti-
nental ballistic missile technology with the
ability to produce a miniaturized thermonu-
clear device, putting the United States within
reach. The United States had three basic
choices: military action, diplomacy or accept-
ance.

According to aides familiar with the Oval
Office conversation last November, Obama
felt he had conveyed the gravity of the situa-
tion to the neophyte president. Trump came
away feeling like such a serious a situation
should have been dealt with long ago. “Look,

this should have been taken care of by four or
five previous administrations,” Trump told
Forbes recently. “I feel strongly you cannot
allow him to have nuclear weapons.”

Under Trump’s tough-guy doctrine, an
unbending message to Iran would make
North Korea take notice. But several White
House officials described the choice in more
historical terms. They have come to believe
that tackling Iran today offers an opportunity
akin to that which was squandered with
North Korea a decade or more ago. Getting
tough on Tehran, they argue, affords Trump a
chance to prevent a foe from developing
nuclear weapons and jamming the next presi-
dent with a litany of bad choices.

Walking away from talking? 
Proponents of the deal argue there is no

evidence Tehran is breaching the deal, so it
remains the best way to prevent an Iranian
bomb. For them too, North Korea looms
large. “There would be no more crippling a
blow to the prospects for a peaceful outcome
with North Korea than walking away from
the Iran deal,” Ned Price, a spokesman for
Obama’s National Security Council who
spent a decade at the CIA, recently wrote.

They argue that Washington’s willingness
to risk an agreement it signed barely two
years ago-which Iran seems to be adhering
to-and which is still strongly supported by
longstanding European allies, sends a terrible
message to Pyongyang. —AFP

Syria forces
take part in
eastern IS
bastion
BEIRUT: Syria regime forces have retaken four
neighborhoods of Mayadeen in their latest
assault on the eastern jihadist bastion, the
Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said yesterday. The Islamic State group
had last week succeeded in expelling Syrian
forces from Mayadeen two days after they
entered the town, which lies about 420 kilome-
ters east of Damascus and is one of IS’s main
remaining bastions. The latest Russian-backed
regime push has isolated the jihadists defend-
ing Mayadeen, cutting off the main road to
their stronghold of Albu Kamal on the Iraqi
border, and leaving the Euphrates river as their
only escape. “Regime forces, led on the ground
by Russian forces, took control of at least four
neighborhoods of Mayadeen,” Observatory
chief Rami Abdel Rahman said. —AFP
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PARIS: The United States said yesterday
that it was pulling out of the UN’s culture
and education body, accusing it of “anti-
Israel bias” in a move criticized by the
head of  the Paris-based organizat ion.
Following years of tension at UNESCO,
which is in the process of electing a new
director-general, US State Department
spokeswoman Heather Nauert announced
that Washington planned to withdraw.
“This decision was
not taken lightly, and
reflects US concerns
wi th  mount ing
arrears at UNESCO,
the need for funda-
mental reform in the
organ iza t ion , and
cont inu ing  ant i -
Is rae l  b ias  a t
UNESCO,” she said
in a statement.

The United States-one of the body’s
founding members-has withdrawn once
before under president Ronald Reagan,
who quit in 1984 over alleged financial mis-
management and anti-US bias in some of
its policies.  President George W Bush
announced America’s return in 2002, but
re la t ions  soured  aga in  in  2011  when
Washington pulled the plug on funding to
the body after its members voted to admit
Palestine as a full member.  Washington
opposes any move by UN bodies to recog-
nize the Palestinians as a state, believing
that this must await a negotiated Middle
East peace deal.  But President Donald

Trump’s administration is also reviewing
many of its multilateral commitments, pur-
suing what he calls an “America First” poli-
cy.  The head of UNESCO, Irina Bokova,
voiced “profound regret” over the decision,
calling it a “loss to multilateralism”.

“At the time when conflicts continue to
tear apart societies across the world, it is
deeply regrettable for the United States to
withdraw from the United Nations agency

promoting education
for peace and protect-
ing  cu l ture  under
attack,” she said. In a
s ta tement , Bokova
said that “despite the
withholding of fund-
ing , s ince  2011 , we
have  deepened the
partnership between
the United States and

UNESCO, which has never been so mean-
ingful.”

‘Observer mission’ 
UNESCO, which is best known for pro-

ducing the list of World Heritage sites that
includes the Grand Canyon and other US
attractions, has been the scene of diplomatic
flare-ups in recent years after Arab coun-
tries succeeded in passing a number of res-
olutions critical of Israel. In May this year,
Israel was infuriated by a resolution identi-
fying Israel as “the occupying power” in the
divided of city of Jerusalem and calling on it
to rescind any move changing the city’s
“character and status”.  

The text denounced “all legislative and
administrative measures and actions taken
by Israel, the occupying power, which have
altered or purport to alter the character and
status of the Holy City of Jerusalem.” In
July, the agency again delighted Palestinians
when it declared the Old City of Hebron in
the occupied West Bank an endangered
World Heritage site.  Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu called the vote “anoth-

er delusional decision” by UNESCO, which
promotes education, cultural development
and free media initiatives around the world.
The agency’s board members are set to
vote this week to elect a new director-gen-
eral, with candidates from Qatar, France and
Egypt in a three-way race for the position.
Washington said it  would establish an
“observer mission” to replace its represen-
tation at the agency. —AFP
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PARIS: In this Monday Oct 17, 2016 file picture, the United Nations
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization logo is pictured on the
entrance at UNESCO’s headquarters. —AP
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