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Hard choices for 
US, N Korea at 
high-stakes summit
WASHINGTON: After a burst of hectic diplomacy,
Donald Trump and Kim Jong Un’s nuclear summit is on
course to go ahead - but if it is to live up to the hype,
both sides will need to make difficult concessions. In
what would be the first breakthrough in the fraught
process, North Korea and the United States may sign a
peace deal that could pave the way for a cautious thaw
in ties. “Can you believe that we’re talking about the
ending of the Korean War?” 

Trump asked rhetorically, marveling at his own
diplomatic audacity. The two countries have been
technically at war for decades, even if their conflict
was frozen by an armistice 65 years ago. But what
Washington is really seeking is the North’s nuclear dis-
armament. Pyongyang, however, has long insisted on
becoming a respected nuclear state and - while it may
have suspended nuclear and missile tests - surrender-
ing its bombs is off the table.

So how can the circle be squared? How can the two
parties arrive at what Washington says must be the
“complete, verifiable and irreversible” denuclearization
of the Korean peninsula? Many are skeptical. “We’ll
know right away if it’s a failure,” Center for Strategic
and International Studies analyst Boris Toucas told
AFP. “For example, if Kim won’t give written guaran-
tees on denuclearization or if there’s just a declaration
of good intent without a roadmap.” The summit would
be a challenge for the most seasoned diplomats and
just last year neophyte statesman Trump was mocking
Kim as “Little Rocket Man,” while the young autocrat
sneered at the “mentally deranged dotard.”

Man in a hurry 
The stakes have been raised still further by the

accelerated timeframe. Trump may have conceded
there will be no grand deal at the first meeting, but he
wants a win before his first term ends in 2021. North
Korean leaders have been seeking face-to-face talks
with a sitting US president for a quarter of a century,
but Trump only agreed to meet Kim in March and now
seems to be in a hurry. So much of a hurry, in fact, that
many in Washington worry he will naively make con-
cessions without securing the North Korean arsenal.

But the cynics were also cheered that Trump now
publicly accepts that the meeting is probably only the
start of the process, and some former officials think
some progress can be made. Ambassador Joseph Yun
was the US special representative for North Korea until
days before Trump accepted the summit invitation, and
is a veteran of backchannel talks. He said that if the sum-
mit is to count as a success, both sides will have to make
rapid concessions to build trust before a longer process
leading to eventual disarmament and normalization can
begin. “The basic proposition that the United States is
trying to tell North Korea is: ‘You are safer without
nuclear weapons than with nuclear weapons,’” said Yun,
now an advisor at the US Institute of Peace.

North Korean leaders have long assumed the oppo-
site: Only with weapons can they secure the Kim
dynasty’s survival and become a respected nuclear
power like India, at the diplomatic top table. But cer-
tain security guarantees may convince Kim to follow
the diplomatic path after the summit. “One, I believe in
this particular instance would require what I call an
‘end of war declaration,’ that the Korean War, which
technically ended with an armistice in 1953, is over,”
Yun said. “Then you would require to have that, in
effect, a peace treaty negotiation. And then, of course,
along with that you need diplomatic normalization. So
you can see it’s a long drawn out process.”

If the United States agrees to begin - as Trump
appeared to suggest it might - peace talks to end the
war and to open a diplomatic liaison office in
Pyongyang, Kim might see the talks as useful. Frank
Aum, a former top advisor on North Korea to US
defense secretaries and now also an expert at USIP,
said Kim will have military demands.  —AFP

Mattis accuses Beijing of South 
China Sea ‘intimidation, coercion’

Chinese general slams ‘irresponsible comments’
SINGAPORE: China’s military build-up in
the South China Sea and its deployment of
high-end weapons systems in the disputed
waters is designed to intimidate and coerce
neighbors, US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis
said yesterday. His broadside at a security
summit in Singapore drew a sharp rebuke
from a Chinese general, who lashed out at
“irresponsible comments” on the contested
sea and insisted Bejing was simply defending
its territory.

Speaking just 10 days before President
Donald Trump is due to meet North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un, Mattis also said the US
military continues to support diplomats push-
ing for the “complete, verifiable and irre-
versible” denuclearization of the Korean
peninsula. Beijing has deployed a range of mil-
itary hardware including anti-ship missiles,
surface-to-air missiles and electronic jammers
across the South China Sea, where it has built
islets and other maritime features into hard-
ened military facilities, Mattis said.

China has also landed heavy bombers on
Woody Island in the Paracel Islands.
“Despite China’s claims to the contrary, the
placement of these weapon systems is tied
directly to military use for the purposes of
intimidation and coercion,” Mattis told the
Shangri-La Dialogue. He also blasted
Chinese President Xi Jinping for reneging on
a 2015 promise made at the White House
that Beijing would not militarise the island
features in the South China Sea.

But Chinese Lieutenant General He Lei
issued a fiery response, telling the summit that
“irresponsible comments from other nations
cannot be accepted”. “As long as it is on your
own territory you can deploy the army and
you can deploy weapons,” he said. “It is for
the sake of defending ourselves,” he added,
and warned Beijing would take “firm meas-
ures” if other countries sent ships and aircraft

close to what it considers its islands in the
South China Sea. China claims almost the
entire resource-rich sea, through which $5
trillion in shipping trade passes annually, with
competing claims from Brunei, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Taiwan and Vietnam.

Tariffs on close allies 
Mattis’s address in Singapore returned to

a theme that he and other senior US officials
have hammered home since Trump took
office - that America is here to stay in the

Asia-Pacific region and that allies should
stick with Washington instead of aligning
with Beijing. But the message might be a
tougher sell for Mattis, who is generally pop-
ular on the international scene, after his boss
this week imposed metals tariffs on some of
America’s closest al l ies in the name of
“national security”.

Washington Post columnist Josh Rogin
asked Mattis whether he thought it
was unproductive for Trump to pick
fights with allies on trade. “Certainly
we have had some unusual approach-
es, I’ll be candid with you,” Mattis
replied. “But I’m reminded that so
long as nations continue dialogue, so
long as they continue to listen to one
another and to pay respect to one
another, nothing is over based on one
decision, one day.”

In a dig at China, which the
Pentagon has accused of using

“predatory” economics to exploit neighbors,
Mattis said the US supports the peaceful res-
olution of disputes, “free, fair and reciprocal
trade and investment” and adherence to inter-
national rules and norms. Despite frequent
warnings from Washington about China’s ris-
ing might and the pitfalls of its “Belt and
Road” global infrastructure initiative, Beijing
has faced few consequences for its South
China Sea build-up and sweeping territorial
claims.One modest exception came last week
when the Pentagon disinvited China from

biennial maritime exercises in the Pacific.
Mattis characterized this action as an “initial
response”. But “there are much larger conse-
quences in the future when nations lose the
rapport of their neighbors”, he warned. “They
believe that piling mountainous debts on their
neighbors and somehow removing the free-
dom of political action is the way to engage
them. Eventually these things do not pay off.”

Delegates hoping for clarity on Trump’s
intentions for a scheduled June 12 summit with
North Korean leader Kim did not get much

from Mattis, though he said the issue of the
permanent deployment of about 28,5000 US
troops in South Korea will not be “on the
table”. Mattis has tried to avoid weighing in
on the summit, deferring questions to the
State Department and Trump’s national secu-
rity team. “On the Korean peninsula, we hold
the line with our allies, supporting our diplo-
mats who lead this effort,” Mattis said. “Our
objective remains the complete, verifiable, and
irreversible denuclearization of the Korean
peninsula.” —AFP
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In rush to electrify,
Cambodia stirs the 
living and dead
SREKOR, Cambodia: Nat Sota worries
about the spirits of her ancestors. They
have been lying in watery graves since
Cambodia’s newest hydroelectric dam
flooded her village of Srekor, and with it,
the nearby burial ground. “We don’t know
whether they can swim or not,” she said,
sitting under a wooden house on stilts near
the dam’s reservoir. Nat Sota has earthly
concerns too. Only the red roof of the vil-
lage primary school is now visible above
the water, and she worries for her two
young grandchildren if they are unable to
get an education.

She is among 62 of the village’s ethnic
Kreung, Bunong and Lao minority families
who have refused the government’s offer to
move them to a newly-built village. Instead
they have decamped to a settlement near
the reservoir that flooded their homes, and
are now stuck in limbo. They say the gov-
ernment’s proposed site to is too far from

the Sesan River, where their people have
fished for generations, and the cash offer
not enough to cover the loss of property
and crops.

The plight of this community in a remote
corner of northern Stung Treng province
highlights the human cost of Cambodia’s
push to bring power to the entire country.
“By 2020, all villages have to have access to
the electricity supply,” said Victor Jona, a
spokesman for the department of energy at
the Ministry of Mines and Energy. The
Southeast Asian nation is well on its way,
according to World Bank statistics. In 2000,
only 16 percent of Cambodians had access to
electricity. That increased to 31 percent by
2010, and almost half the population was
connected to the grid by 2016. Much of that
progress has been driven by dams. Between
2010 and 2014, hydropower’s contribution to
the energy mix jumped from 3 to 61 percent,
the World Bank said. Cambodia is consider-
ing two new dams, both of which would
dwarf the Lower Sesan 2 in terms of size and
output, as well as the impact on land and
fisheries.  The government has provided fair
compensation to those who had to make way
for seven dams built so far, Jona said, citing
the Lower Sesan 2 as a “good example.”

He noted that most of the 860 families in
villages affected by the dam have relocated to

new sites, where authorities have built schools
and health centres, as well as providing houses
and farmland. “Some people are not happy
with the compensation,” he conceded. In a let-
ter to provincial authorities, the 62 families
holding out in Srekor asked the government to

recognize their new settlement as an “indige-
nous community” with rights to the land. The
government should provide cash compensa-
tion for their lost homes and crops, they said,
and build infrastructure including a well,
school and a health center. —Reuters

Placid Singapore 
braces for 
Trump-Kim
storm
SINGAPORE: Singapore hotel rooms are
being snapped up, police are preparing to
lock down the city and thousands of jour-
nalists are set to jet in for the greatest
media circus on Earth - the US-North
Korea summit. Top officials are scrambling
to salvage the historic meeting between
President Donald Trump and the North’s
leader Kim Jong Un planned for June 12 in
the city-state. If the summit - already can-
celled once by Trump before plans got
back on track - does go ahead, then tiny,
placid Singapore will be the unlikely
ground zero for one of the biggest geopo-
litical events of recent times.

The delegations of US and North
Korean officials, along with their security
details, are expected to be huge. But they
are likely to pale in comparison to the
gigantic media pack set to swarm the trop-
ical city-state. Some 3,000 people are
expected to apply for media accreditation,
sources involved in planning the event who
spoke on condition of anonymity told AFP.
It should easily eclipse the contingent of
journalists at the last comparable event in

Singapore, the 2015 meeting between
Chinese President Xi Jinping and Taiwan’s
then-leader Ma Ying-jeou. Hundreds of
journalists witnessed that meeting.

Media invasion 
There was a foretaste of the coming

invasion this week as reporters camped out
at the upscale Fullerton hotel to get a
glimpse of Kim Chang Son, Kim’s de facto
chief of staff, who is in Singapore to lay the
ground for the meeting. Meanwhile top
hotels rumored to be summit venues - the
frontrunner is the five-star Shangri-La,
where the Xi-Ma meeting took place - are
almost fully booked. But while world lead-
ers hold their breath amid rising hopes a
summit could lead to Pyongyang perma-
nently abandoning its nuclear weapons
program, some Singaporeans were more
concerned about the potential disruption
to their peaceful lives.

Chang Anthony posted on Facebook
that the meeting in the squeaky-clean
city-state - calm and stable to the point
of sometimes being mocked as boring -
was “going to cause us inconvenience”.
“Can government declare a (public holi-
day) for this special day?” he asked. “Oh
crap, two most unpopular leaders in the
world coming here for world peace,”
lamented Timothy Klein on the site.
Security will certainly be onerous, with
large numbers of police set to be
deployed and extensive road closures
expected around the summit venue.

Free drinks for delegates 
But Lim Tai Wei, a fellow at the National

University of Singapore’s East Asia
Institute, played down fears the event
could cause widespread disruption. “You
have to bear in mind that the country has
the experience of hosting the Xi-Ma meet-
ing in 2015, and also previously having

hosted past US presidents,” he told AFP.
While some may lament the sudden influx
of media and diplomats, businesses see it
as an opportunity. In a city famous for the
“Singapore Sling” cocktail, watering hole
Escobar is proving the country’s bar-
tenders can still rise to the occasion with
two special summit drinks. —AFP

SREKOR, Cambodia: Kheun Fut steers a canoe through this flooded village while
his father Noy Fut salvages metal sheets from the roof of his former house on
May 15, 2018. — Reuters 

SINGAPORE: This picture taken on June 1, 2018 shows US President Donald Trump
and  North Korean leader Kim Jong Un themed cocktails at a bar. —AFP 

SINGAPORE: US Defense Secretary James Mattis delivers his speech during the first plenary
session of the 17th Asian Security Summit of the IISS ShangriLa Dialogue yesterday. —AFP 

Knight riders 
to the rescue: 
Vietnam vigilantes 
bust crooks 
HO CHI MINH CITY: Vietnam’s “street knights”, hurtling
through the streets of Ho Chi Minh City, are not your typi-
cal medieval warriors. Their stallions are scooters. They
wear rubber flip-flops, not metal boots. And their shining
armor is a tracksuit jacket billowing like a cape. The band
of bike-riding unpaid vigilantes chases down petty crimi-
nals in Vietnam’s largest city and the neighboring province

of Binh Duong, where residents grumble about rising
crime and ineffectual policing.

“Whenever there’s a call I show up,” said one of them,
Nguyen Thanh Hai, who gets 50 to 100 calls for help every
day about robberies, drugs, and even kidnappings. “Even
at midnight, when I can barely keep my eyes open.” Hai,
47, keeps a notebook recording details of the roughly
4,000 criminals he has helped catch and turn over to
police during 21 years as a part-time crime fighter, though
he gets no monetary reward. “You don’t think about mon-
ey when you do this,” he added.  

He is among a group of about 30 men in Ho Chi Minh
City, and 1,500 in the province, who have modified their
bikes with police-like sirens and upgraded engines that
can reach speeds of more than 170 kph. Videos of their
high-speed chases have gone viral on social media. One
shows thieves weaving between trucks and cars along a
twisting, suburban highway, with the group in hot pursuit.

“My little son gets so excited when he sees me on
YouTube,” said Pham Tan Thanh, a 31-year-old Binh
Duong taxi driver who becomes a street knight in his
spare time. “He always asks me when I’m going to go out
again.”

The men don’t see themselves as heroes, they said, but
they do appreciate the occasional gesture of thanks, with
Southeast Asia’s famously pungent-smelling durian fruit
being a favorite.

Crime is low in Communist-ruled Vietnam, but petty
theft and similar minor crimes are a growing problem in
urban areas like Ho Chi Minh City, home to 8.6 million
people. Last year, the former Saigon ranked as the third
least-safe city worldwide, after Caracas and Karachi, on
the Safe Cities Index of the Economist Intelligence Unit,
which rates personal security in 60 cities. Some crime vic-
tims, hoping for a faster response, turn to the vigilantes
before the police. —Reuters


