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Donald Trump’s abrupt cancellation of his
summit with Kim Jong Un will strengthen
the hand of the reclusive state’s leader,

analysts say, re-invigorating Pyongyang’s relation-
ship with China and driving the two Koreas closer
together. Only a day before the sudden U-turn,
Trump and US officials had been indicating there
was every chance the historic pow-wow between
a sitting American president and the third genera-
tion Kim would go ahead in Singapore. The meet-
ing, scheduled for June 12, was to be the consum-
mation of a relationship that had raced from
threatening each other with nuclear destruction to
chummy bonhomie and talk of a peace treaty-all
in a few short months.

Decades of diplomatic stalemate had given way
to what appeared to be genuine progress in one
of geopolitics’ stickiest issues, thanks, supporters
said, to Trump’s unorthodox approach and willing-
ness to engage an international pariah. Pyongyang
had released three American prisoners, agreed to
a moratorium on missile tests, quietly accepted a
US-South Korean military exercise on its
doorstep and even blown up its only atomic
weapons testing site. Then, barely hours after the
dust had settled at the Punggye-ri nuclear facility,
Trump announced the summit was dead in a per-
sonal letter to Kim.

“The timing of this letter is... highly question-
able,” said Abraham M Denmark, director of the
Asia Program at the Wilson Center. “Coming just a
few hours after NK demolished its nuclear test
site, it guarantees that the US takes the blame for
undermining diplomacy. NK comes out looking
like the reasonable one.” Pyongyang furthered
that impression in the hours after Trump’s letter,
defying expectations in some quarters that it
might launch a missile, or at least a volley of
abuse. Instead, it described the decision as
“regrettable” and calmly declared its officials were
willing “to sit face-to-face at any time”.

‘Shaky alliance’    
Such an overt display of levelheadedness leaves

US demands for continued pressure on North
Korea looking hollow, said Denmark-especially for
one key regional player. “China is likely to more
openly back North Korea. Sanctions enforcement
will soften, and I expect high-level contacts will
continue,” he said.

And where Beijing had, until a few months ago,
appeared almost ready to cast its troublesome
younger brother to the wind, that looks a lot less
likely now. “If US returns to talk of (attacking
North Korea), expect Beijing to be more explicit
in its willingness to intervene.” Pyongyang’s new-
found moderatism has also won plaudits-and allies
south of its highly-fortified border. South Korean
President Moon Jae-in, who leapt on the
Pyeongchang Winter Olympics as an opportunity
to broach a detente with his prickly neighbor, is
unlikely to abandon the process now-even at the
cost of a deterioration of his country’s US alliance. 

North Korea’s willingness to keep the door
open for talks gives Seoul the cover it needs to
press ahead with engagement, said Go Myong-
hyun, an analyst at Asan Institute of Policy
Studies. “It won’t be like last year when South
Korea and the US stressed their firm alliance and
pressured North Korea,” he said. “Moon has to
double down. In short, he will push ahead with
the policy of engagement and focus on dialogue
with the North. The South Korea-US alliance will
be shaky.”

But, Go added, it isn’t all bad news for Trump.
Analysts have decried the pace of events over the
last few months, pointing out that the diplomati-
cally untested businessman-president appeared to
have little understanding of the complexities of
dealing with North Korea. He and his hawkish
administration talked of “denuclearizing the
Korean peninsula” as a readily-navigated one-
way street that simply involved North Korea
mothballing its weapons.

Pyongyang’s understanding of the term has
always been more nuanced, and likely involves
retaining some of its nuclear arsenal whilst push-
ing for a reduction of American troops in South
Korea and weakening Washington’s alliance with
Seoul. Granting Kim a one-on-one before any
concrete moves to scrap his nuclear arsenal was
always akin to rushing downhill without looking,
observers said. Yet Trump’s equally sudden will-
ingness to walk away from an agreement-a strate-
gy he advocated in his “Art Of The Deal” memoir-
might just help to level the playing field. “North
Korea will have to propose more detailed plans
for denuclearization if it wants to talk in the
future,” said Go.—AFP 

Trump’s North
Korea U-turn: 
Art of the deal or 
a boon for regime?

US ‘maximum pressure’ on N Korea faces a test 

Taking the US 
Commission on 
International
Religious Freedom 
Dr James J Zogby 
President Arab American Institute

The GOP’s appointment of prominent purveyors of
anti-Muslim hatred to positions on the US
Commission on International Religious Freedom

(USCIRF) is both disturbing and instructive.  It exposes
the cynical and misguided approach Republicans have tak-
en to the entire enterprise of promoting religious freedom.
Twenty years ago, pushed by right-wing religious funda-
mentalists in the Republican Party, Congress passed the
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA). It was
described as an effort to establish “a multifaceted program
for ensuring that religious freedom has a permanent place
in the formulation of US foreign policy.”

To fulfill this mandate, the IRFA created the office of
International Religious Freedom at the State Department
headed by an Ambassador-at-large. This office was
charged with monitoring the state of religious freedom
around the world, identifying countries where serious vio-
lations occurred, and then recommending steps that the
US government should take to press countries into com-
pliance. As part of its mandate, the office was required to
prepare and release an annual report detailing religious
freedom conditions in “countries of concern.”  

IRFA also created the US Commission on International
Religious Freedom (USCIRF), comprised of
Commissioners appointed by the White House and
Congressional leadership. USCIRF was charged by IRFA
with reviewing the State Department’s annual religious
freedom report and then commenting on its findings, mak-
ing its independent recommendations and observations to
Congress and the Administration. When the legislation was
being debated, it was vigorously opposed by a number of
groups, including the major US Protestant denominations,
the Catholic Church, Arab American and American Muslim
groups, and career diplomats at the Department of State. 

There were early warnings that IRFA: would be used by
right-wing ideologues to push their agenda on other
countries without understanding that they might do more
harm than good to victims of religious persecution; would
inhibit efforts by diplomats and religious leaders to pro-
mote religious tolerance and understanding; that by
naively seeing all conflicts through the lens of religious
freedom, it would ignore the political and social root

causes of many conflicts around the world making it more
difficult for policymakers to address these problems; and
that by creating and imposing a false hierarchy of rights,
prioritizing religious freedom above all others, it would
damage efforts to ensure that all aspects of civil and
political rights are protected.  

As a result, while IRFA might have been considered a
noble ambition, it was a flawed project from its inception
and it was destined to fail. As a result 20 years and hun-
dreds of millions of dollars later, the state of religious free-
dom is arguably worse than it was when IRFA was passed
and the proponents of the legislation cannot point to posi-
tive changes that have been the result of their efforts. 

Especially problematic has been the ill-conceived role
played by USCIRF. Initially the Commission was envi-
sioned as a bipartisan complement to the State
Department office. It was to serve as an outside group
that would review and evaluate the government’s findings
and then make independent recommendations on issues
or concerns not addressed in the State Department’s
reporting on religious freedom. Over a period of time, the
Commission began to develop an agenda of its own, writ-
ing its own report and issuing open letters or press
releases chiding the government for failing to act on
USCIRF’s concerns.  

Instead of finding ways to make advances in protecting
religious freedom, USCIRF’s metrics of progress became
how many foreign “fact finding” visits they made, how
many times they were quoted in the press, and how many
invitations they received to speak on religious freedom. I
was twice appointed by President Obama to serve on the
US Commission on International Religious Freedom and
twice elected as Vice-Chair of the Commission. 

With my appointment, the White House gave me the
injunction to “push back” on right-wing influence on the
Commission. What I found in my four years was a deeply
flawed body that was incapable of making a meaningful
contribution to protecting religious freedom around the
world. What was most disturbing was the extent to which
USCIRF had come to be dominated by an element of
hardliners who saw themselves playing an adversarial role
that was all too often, more partisan, than constructive. 

2 examples will suffice
First, the Obama White House was attacked for not doing

enough to protect Iraqi Christians. It’s true, of course, that
Iraqi Christians were victims ISIS-led genocidal policies.
What was problematic was that from 2003 to 2008, during
the Bush Administration, when the Christian community in
Iraq was ethnically cleansed from 1.4 million to 400,000,
USCIRF ignored what was going on in Iraq and was silent
on the persecution of these Christians. It wasn’t until Obama
was in office before USCIRF found its voice. 

Second, members and former members of USCIRF
widely criticized the Obama Administration for discrimi-
nating against Syrian Christian refugees, citing bogus sta-

tistics that only 56 of the 11 thousand Syrian refugees who
came to the US during a defined period of time were
Christians. After much hue and cry, USCIRF commissioned
a study to examine this charge. The study found that while
the numbers were correct, there were underlying factors
demonstrating that discrimination was not a factor. 

Unlike their Muslim compatriots, a larger proportion of
Syrian Christians did not flee the country and many of
those who fled went to Lebanon or Jordan where they
were taken in by communities with whom they had familial
ties or by churches with which they were affiliated. Of
those who did flee, most did not want to be registered as
refugees, preferring instead to wait out the war in hopes
of returning. Also,a large number of Christians who did
want to leave were able to come to the US or Western
Europe as part of the family unification provision of US
immigration law. 

The study was rejected by USCIRF’s Republican hard-
liners and others on the outside, with one of the newly
appointed GOP Commissioners insisting on referring to
Obama as “Christophobic” - a term he coined to imply
that the president was opposed to Christians. This parti-
san divide that skews (and discredits) the commission’s
work is but one of USCIRF’s problems. The Commission
continues to act as a Congressionally-funded NGO issu-
ing its report and releases that “name and shame” viola-
tors of religious freedom. 

In all of this, they fail to understand that the “namer and
shamer” must be seen as credible by its target to have a
meaningful impact. Because, in too many instances they
are not seen as an unbiased critic, their denunciations are
either ignored or do more harm than good to the victims
of violations of religious freedom. Equally problematic is
the fact that the Commission lacks clarity as to what con-
stitutes a violation of religious freedom. In too many
instances they fail to distinguish between actual violations
of religious freedom and regional, tribal, or sectarian
struggles for political power. 

Instead of spending time understanding the reality of
these conflicts, they have engaged in a crude reductionist
analysis, seeing everything through the lens of religious
freedom. In failing to understand the complexity and non-
religious underpinnings of conflicts, their analysis and rec-
ommendations often miss the mark. Because religion, per
se, is not the cause of tension in Nigeria, Central African
Republic, or Iraq, proposing religious freedom is not the
solution to their problems.      

In the two years since my term on the Commission
ended, little has changed. Unfortunately, the new appoint-
ments to USCIRF will only take this dysfunctional and
counterproductive entity from bad to worse. Individuals
who have claimed that Islam is incompatible with
“American values”, who have warned against the admit-
tance of Muslim immigrants to the US, and who find Islam
inherently violent can only cause further damage to an
already damaged partisan enterprise.

US efforts to sustain and possibly
intensify its “maximum pressure”
campaign on North Korea are

entering a perilous phase as a potential
breakdown in diplomacy with Pyongyang
raises fears that China may loosen its
enforcement of international sanctions.
With the fate of a summit between
President Donald Trump and North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un in limbo, US officials
have suggested Washington may pursue
fresh sanctions on Pyongyang over its
nuclear program even though key players
such as China and South Korea may be
reluctant to participate. 

Another way for the United States and
its allies to increase pressure on North
Korea could be to step up efforts to inter-
cept ships suspected of violating interna-
tional trade restrictions on Pyongyang.
One US official, speaking on condition of
anonymity, said more countries are inter-
ested in joining that initiative. 

Such moves would be designed to
reinforce to Kim that he faces more
potential economic pain, especially if he
takes any provocative action after Trump
on Thursday abruptly canceled their
planned June 12 summit in Singapore.

Trump held out the possibility on Friday
that the summit could still take place. His
administration may be wary of acting
precipitously on new sanctions while
efforts are under way to salvage the
meeting, aimed at forging a denucleariza-
tion deal with North Korea that could
defuse tensions dating to the 1950s on
the Korean Peninsula.

Trump last year launched what his
administration has called a “maximum
pressure” campaign against North Korea
combining the toughest-ever US and inter-
national economic sanctions with diplo-
matic actions and the Republican presi-
dent’s military threats and preparations.
With the summit in doubt, a big challenge
for the United States is that China, North
Korea’s main trading partner and the linch-
pin for sanctions enforcement, is increas-
ingly at odds with Trump over how to deal
with Pyongyang.

Even before scrubbing the summit,
Trump urged China to maintain tight sanc-
tions, writing on Twitter that “the word is
that recently the Border has become much
more porous.” Analysts have seen China’s
willingness to pressure North Korea as
waning at a time when Beijing already is

engaged in a trade dispute with
Washington. “China is already de-cou-
pling,” said Lee Seong-hyon, research fel-
low at South Korea’s Sejong Institute think
tank. “A high-level North Korean delega-
tion just completed an 11-day economic
tour of China’s industrial cities.”

‘Watching closely’
A senior White House official, speaking

on condition of anonymity, said China had
given assurances it would keep up sanc-
tions enforcement on North Korea. “We’ll
be watching closely to ensure that they
do,” the official added. With no summit, the
Trump administration would face the ques-
tion of how much further it wants to go
with its “maximum pressure” campaign.
Pyongyang has been targeted in three US-
led United Nations sanctions resolutions
since Trump took office last year. 

“The goal here is to achieve maximum
pressure,” the White House official said.
“We’re still short of that.” While China
would almost certainly block any US
attempt to win passage of more UN sanc-
tions, the United States still has at its dis-
posal further unilateral measures such as
imposing its own new sanctions on North

Korean officials and entities or additional
Chinese companies that do business with
Pyongyang.

Kim’s two meetings in recent weeks
with Chinese President Xi Jinping also
have signaled warming ties that could
make it harder for China to join with the
United States in taking a harder line. US
officials believe sanctions played a major
role in leading North Korea to turn to
diplomacy after years of missile and
nuclear weapons tests. North Korea has
said it did so because it had achieved its
nuclear arms ambitions and wanted now to
focus on economic development in the
poor, isolated country.

While Trump’s summit cancellation
caused anxiety for US ally South Korea,
Seoul is expected to keep enforcing exist-
ing sanctions. But South Korea could be
wary of joining any new US measures that
might damage its own delicate diplomatic
engagement with the North. “If China and
South Korea go wobbly and the world goes
wobbly on the maximum pressure cam-
paign, you’re putting Trump in a box, and
that’s the worst possible thing you could do
right now,” Republican US Senator Lindsey
Graham told Fox News. —Reuters


