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Standoff in Italy 
over naming of 
economy minister
ROME: The political standoff in Italy continued
yesterday over President Sergio Mattarella’s refusal
to approve the eurosceptic coalition’s choice for
economy minister. Three days after being appoint-
ed by Mattarella as prime minister, Giuseppe
Conte, 53, has still not been able to form a govern-
ment. Writing on Facebook late on Friday, League
chief Matteo Salvini, who insists on naming the not-
ed eurosceptic Paolo Savona as economy minister,
was blunt. “I am really very angry,” he wrote.

The far-right leader doubled down yesterday,
tweeting images of cartoons in German media
lampooning Italy, writing: “The newspapers and
German politicians insult us: Italian beggars, idlers,
tax evaders, freeloaders and ungrateful. “And we
should choose an economy minister that suits
them? No thanks!” Salvini had nominated Conte
for the premiership along with Five Star leader
Luigi Di Maio, but officially it is the head of state

and the premier alone who appoint ministers.
And according to the Italian press, Mattarella

will not bend for two reasons: to avoid isolating
Italy in Europe and to protect the role of the pres-
ident. Conte met the president late on Friday to
report “informally” on the discussions, but without
presenting his final list of ministers. Already
unconvinced of Conte’s authority over the political
heavyweights who will compose his team,
Mattarella - elected by a parliament which at the
time was dominated by the center-left - wants
Italy to respect its European commitments. But
Salvini, 45, emboldened by the March 4 election,
does not intend to give up either, reportedly to the
point that he is willing to “blow everything up”
and return to the voters.

As guarantor of international treaties,
Mattarella has been more discrete since the
standoff began on Thursday. But he was clear in
denouncing the “unacceptability of diktats
towards the prime minister and president” by
political parties. The center-left Democratic
Party of former premier Matteo Renzi, however,
did not pull its punches. “You are playing around
at the expense of the country just to defend
your miserable interests,” party leader Maurizio
Martina said in remarks addressed to Salvini
said on Saturday. —AFP

BEIJING: US President Donald Trump’s cancellation of a summit
with North Korean leader Kim Jong Un threatens further strain on
US-China ties amid a trade dispute that had been intertwined with
Beijing’s pressure on isolated Pyongyang. The United States and
China are also increasingly at odds in the disputed South China
Sea. The Pentagon this week withdrew an invitation for China to
take part in a major naval exercise in Hawaii, and Beijing has
ramped up pressure on self-ruled Taiwan, armed by Washington
but claimed by Beijing.

Trump on Thursday released a letter to Kim announcing his
withdrawal from the planned June 12 meeting in Singapore, which
would have been the first between leaders of the two countries.
Although Chinese state media
called for continued engagement
between Washington and
Pyongyang, Trump’s move could
mark a split between China and the
United States over how to deal
with North Korea and its nuclear
weapons, experts said.

It also risks adding fuel to sim-
mering trade tensions, just days
after China and the United States
pulled back from the brink of a
full-blown trade war. “Definitely
there are people in the US who want to use this as an excuse for
their efforts to push the relationship in the direction of confronta-
tion,” said Jia Qingguo, dean of the School of International Studies
at China’s Peking University, referring to the collapse of the
Trump-Kim summit. “This is one of the lowest points in the rela-
tionship since the normalisation of relations between the two
countries,” he added. China’s foreign ministry on Friday said the
government would keep encouraging the United States and North
Korea to have direct talks, describing such communication as hav-
ing a “pivotal” role in denuclearization. “Rest assured, China will
continue, in our own way, to carry out US-North Korea work, so
as to promote the resumption of the dialogue process on the
peninsula,” ministry spokesman Lu Kang told reporters.

China aligned with Kim
China has long viewed North Korea as a useful buffer between

it and US forces in South Korea. The two also have deep emotional
ties; Chinese troops fought side-by-side with North Korea in the
1950-53 Korean War. But in recent years, relations between China
and North Korea had nosedived to the point of a near diplomatic
freeze, as Beijing signed on to ever-stricter United Nations sanc-
tions over Pyongyang’s nuclear and ballistic missile programs.
China’s willingness to keep up pressure on its neighbor may now
wane. Even with the summit’s collapse, China must continue to
improve ties with North Korea given Kim’s pledge not to carry out
nuclear and missile tests, China’s widely read state-run Global Times

tabloid said in an editorial on Friday. A
military conflict on the peninsula
might see refugees flood over China’s
long border with North Korea, or
even drag it into confrontation with
the United States - both scenarios
Beijing would like to avoid.

“China actually has played the
role of hidden guarantor for the
North Korea-United States summit,
so China will continue to promote
this meeting,” Sun Xingjie, an expert
on North Korea at the Jilin

University, said in comments to the People’s Daily Overseas Edition,
an official Communist Party paper. “If they cannot come to the
negotiating table, then they will enter the battlefield,” Sun said.

Trump last week hinted that he partly blames China for how
summit preparations went awry, saying President Xi Jinping might
be “influencing” Kim after the North Korean leader made two vis-
its to China in quick succession. But Chinese experts said Xi
would not have sabotaged the meeting, given China’s deep inter-
est in reducing tensions on the peninsula. 

“If the summit is cancelled, China is the one that faces great
increase of uncertainty,” said Shi Yinhong, an international rela-
tions expert at Renmin University in Beijing who has advised the
government on diplomatic issues. Renewed friendly ties between

China calls for both sides to meet halfway

Collapse of Trump-Kim summit 
threatens to deepen US-China rift

This undated picture released yesterday shows North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un inspecting the construction site of the
Wonsan-Kalma coastal tourist area. —AFP

BEIJING: Dubbed a “world-class poker
player” in diplomacy by Donald Trump,
Chinese leader Xi Jinping may hold the best
cards after the US leader scrapped his
planned summit with North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un. While China had publicly
backed the June 12 meeting, analysts say
Beijing was worried that a deal between its
traditional ally and the United States could
harm its strategic interests. With both Trump
and North Korea leaving the door open for
the summit to take place at a later date,
Beijing has won more time to ensure that its
interests are protected, and possibly gain
leverage in separate US trade talks, accord-
ing to analysts.

Foreign ministry spokesman Lu Kang on
Friday denied that China had “any ulterior
motives”, adding it remains committed to the
denuclearization of the peninsula, peace and
dialogue to resolve the issue. Lu urged the
US and North Korea to be “patient” and
“show goodwill”. Beijing’s relations with
Pyongyang had been strained and distant in
recent years, with China backing a slew of
United Nations sanctions following the
North’s nuclear and missile tests.

But Xi made sure to finally meet Kim this

year - for the first time ever before the
North Korean leader held talks with either
Trump or South Korean President Moon
Jae-in. Trump suggested earlier this week
that the veteran Chinese president may have
influenced the younger North Korean auto-
crat, whose position apparently hardened
after meeting Xi twice within two months.
Analysts agree. “Everything changed
because the Chinese told (Kim) not too give
up too much too quickly,” Jean-Pierre
Cabestan, China specialist at Hong Kong
Baptist University, told AFP.

‘Turning point’ 
Cabestan said the second Kim-Xi summit,

in the Chinese port city of Dalian, was a
“turning point” in the North Korean leader’s
position, with Xi probably reminding Kim that
he was better off dealing with his country’s
chief benefactor than the United States. Xi
may have asked Kim to put demands for the
suspension of US-South Korean military
exercises back on the table, after announcing
a unilateral halt to nuclear and missile tests on
April 21, said Bonnie Glaser, a senior adviser
for Asia at the Centre for Strategic and
International Studies in Washington. —AFP

China and North Korea would make Beijing more closely aligned
with Pyongyang and nervous about Washington, Shi said. “A
return by Trump to maximum pressure and military and economic
threat brings a significant problem” for China. 

Trade deal uncertainty
Meanwhile, Trump also cast uncertainty over progress in trade

talks, saying Wednesday that Washington would seek a new
“structure” for the deal and a new direction for talks with Beijing,
days after the two had taken conciliatory stances. US Commerce
Secretary Wilbur Ross will visit China from June 2 to 4. “China
does not link trade and North Korea because that will make things

more complicated,” said Ruan Zongze, a former diplomat now
with the China Institute of International Studies, a think tank
linked to China’s foreign ministry.

Some analysts had suggested, however, that China was using
its leverage on North Korea, and Trump’s perceived desire for a
successful summit with Kim, to blunt the sharpest edges of US
trade threats. Tu Xinquan, dean of the China Institute for WTO
Studies at the University of International Business and Economics
in Beijing, said the summit’s collapse added to uncertainty in US-
China trade relations. “Even before this announcement, Trump’s
attitude on trade with China had changed a bit,” he said. “I am a
little pessimistic about this trade deal.”  —Reuters

Beijing will 
grow closer to 

Pyongyang, 
nervous of US

DALIAN, China: This picture taken on May 8, 2018 shows Chinese President Xi Jinping (right)
walking with North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. —AFP

‘Poker player’ Xi holds 
North Korea trump card


