
PORT MORESBY: China and the US crossed swords
yesterday ahead of an APEC summit, dueling over pro-
tectionism, trade tariffs and “chequebook diplomacy” as
they laid out sharply contrasting visions for the Pacific
Rim region. In combative back-to-back speeches at a
business forum held on a hulking cruise ship moored in
Port Moresby in Papua New Guinea, Xi Jinping and US
Vice-President Mike Pence pulled few punches. 

The feisty exchanges laid the ground for what could
be a fiery encounter between the Chinese leader and
President Donald Trump at next month’s G20 in
Argentina. Xi lashed out at “America First” trade protec-
tionism and in a thinly veiled swipe at Washington
stressed that global trade rules should not be applied
“with double standards or selfish agendas”.

The world’s top two economies have been embroiled
in a spiraling trade war, imposing tit-for-tat tariffs on
each other’s goods in a confrontation experts warn could
torpedo the global economy. Xi urged the world to “say
no to protectionism and unilateralism”, warning it was a
“short-sighted approach” that was “doomed to failure”.
For his part, Pence vowed US tariffs would remain in
place unless Beijing “changes its ways”. “We’ve put tariffs
on $250 billion in Chinese goods and that number could
more than double,” he told CEOs from around the region.

Amid fears diplomatic and trade friction could spill
over into the military sphere, Pence announced the US
would join forces with Australia in the development of a
new naval base. And in a move likely to irritate Beijing, he
also briefly met Taiwan’s APEC representative. Trump
decided to skip the summit in Papua New Guinea, leav-
ing the door open for Xi, who arrived two days earlier
for a state visit and has been
the undoubted star of the
show. Xi opened a new road
and a school in Port Moresby,
where he was serenaded by
dozens of people from vari-
ous tribes sporting parrot
feathers, possum pelts and
seashell necklaces.

The APEC summit of
leaders from 21 countries
across the region has devel-
oped into a tussle for influ-
ence between an increasingly assertive China and a
more withdrawn US. This appeared to be borne out by
the first “family photo” of leaders, which featured Xi
front and centre while Pence was absent. But in his
speech, Pence criticized Chinese largesse in strong

terms, mocking the Belt-and-Road initiative that sees
the emerging superpower offering loans to poorer
countries in the region to improve infrastructure. 

The vice-president urged Pacific nations to
embrace the United States, which, he said, did not offer
a “constricting belt or a one-way road”. He said the
terms of China’s loans were “opaque at best” and “too

often, they come with strings
attached and lead to stagger-
ing debt”. “Do not accept for-
eign debt that could compro-
mise your sovereignty,” he
said. “We don’t drown our
partners in a sea of debt... We
don’t coerce, corrupt, or com-
promise your independence.
The United States deals open-
ly and fairly.”

As if pre-empting the criti-
cism, Xi defended the plan

amid attacks it is akin to “chequebook diplomacy” to
further Chinese interests in the region. He denied there
was a “hidden geopolitical agenda... nor is it a trap as
some people have labeled it”. And the Chinese leader
warned that no one would gain from heightened ten-

sions between the US and Beijing. “History has shown
that confrontation-whether in the form of a cold war,
hot war or trade war-will produce no winners,” he said.
Pence too stressed that Washington wanted a “better
relationship” with Beijing-if it respected its neighbors’
sovereignty, embraced “free, fair and reciprocal trade”
and improved its human rights record. 

Officially, the leaders will discuss improving region-
al economic cooperation under the theme of “embrac-
ing the digital future” but the punchy speeches set the
scene for a tense gathering. In the absence of Trump
and Russian President Vladimir Putin, the summit itself
has been relatively low-key and the focus has turned to
the venue Port Moresby. 

The capital of Papua New Guinea has been ranked
as one of the least liveable cities for expatriates, with a
high level of crime, often perpetrated by feared street
gangs known as “raskols”. Delegates have been
advised not to venture out alone-especially after dark-
and officials and journalists have been hosted on mas-
sive cruise ships moored in the harbor due to safety
issues and a dearth of hotel rooms. Nevertheless, in a
last-minute change-of-heart, Pence decided to stay
overnight in the city rather than fly in and out from
Australia as originally planned. — AFP  
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WASHINGTON: The death toll among
Afghanistan’s security forces is nearing
30,000 since the start of 2015, Afghan
President Ashraf Ghani has said, a figure far
higher than anything previously acknowl-
edged. Ghani appeared via video link this
week at the Johns Hopkins School of
Advanced International Studies in
Washington, part of a university he once
taught at as a professor of anthropology.
Since the start of 2015, when local police
and army units succeeded NATO as bearing
responsibility for Afghanistan’s security,
“28,529 of our security forces have lost
their lives and become martyrs for our free-
dom,” Ghani said.

In the same timeframe, 58 Americans have
been killed, he said. “I would like to salute the
patriotism of the Afghan security forces,

every single one of whom is a volunteer,”
Ghani said. “We have no conscription,
nobody is forced, and if there was not a patri-
otic impulse I don’t think that people would
sacrifice their lives for a pay of $200.” The
rate at which Afghan forces are dying has
long underscored the fragility of the country’s
security situation, the Taleban’s continued
strength and raised questions about US
claims that the Afghan troops are becoming
an increasingly effective fighting force.

In 2015, an estimated 5,000 Afghan secu-
rity forces were killed and another 15,000
wounded. The toll increased in 2016 and
appears to have accelerated again in 2017
and 2018, contradicting a claim by general
John Nicholson, who recently retired as head
of NATO and US forces in Afghanistan.  In
November 2017, he said casualty rates among

Afghan security forces had started to drop as
the US increased the tempo of air strikes
against the Taleban and as reforms kicked in.
In a recent report, the US Special Inspector
General for Afghanistan Reconstruction
(SIGAR) cited the NATO mission in Kabul as
saying this summer’s toll has been worse than
ever for Afghan forces.

“From the period of May 1 to the most cur-
rent data as of October 1, 2018, the average
number of casualties the (Afghan forces) suf-
fered is the greatest it has ever been during
like periods,” SIGAR said. Mattis this month
said more than 1,000 “Afghan lads” were
killed or wounded just in August and
September. More than 17 years since the US-
led invasion of Afghanistan, the conflict grinds
on and America is trying to find a way out of
the war.  — AFP

Almost 30,000 Afghan troops die since 2015

GHAZNI: Members of an internally displaced Afghan family sit on a truck as they flee from Jaghori district to escape ongoing battles between
Taleban and Afghan security forces in Ghazni. — AFP 

PHNOM PENH: The US has wel-
comed Cambodia’s landmark geno-
cide verdict and said it served as a
warning that perpetrators of mass
atrocities, “even those at the highest
levels”, will eventually face justice for
their crimes. A war crimes tribunal in
Cambodia found the Khmer Rouge’s
former head of state Khieu Samphan,
87, and “Brother Number Two” Nuon
Chea, 92, guilty of genocide on Friday
and sentenced them to life in prison.

The historic verdict comes nearly
40 years after the Khmer Rouge were
expelled from Cambodia following a
four-year reign of terror that left
about a quarter of the population
dead from starvation, mass execu-
tions, and overwork. “Their crimes
were numerous, calculated, and
grave,” US State Department
spokesperson Heather Nauert said,
commending the courage of the vic-
tims and witnesses who testified dur-
ing the trial. 

“Let this be a message to other
perpetrators of mass atrocities, even
those at the highest levels, including
former heads of state, that such
actions will not be tolerated and they
will ultimately be brought to justice,”
she said in a statement. Cambodia’s
neighbor Myanmar has come under
fire in recent months for its handling
of the Rohingya crisis, which United
Nations investigators believe
amounts to “genocide” given the
atrocities perpetrated on the stateless
Muslim minority.  Myanmar has

denied the allegations but UN inves-
tigators have urged that the case be
referred to the International Criminal
Court (ICC) for investigation and
prosecution. 

Despite the show of support for
war crimes prosecution, the US is one
of the few Western countries that is
not signed up to the ICC, which has a
mandate to investigate the gravest
offences including genocide and
crimes against humanity. The coun-
try’s refusal to be party to the body
erupted again following an ICC
request to open an investigation into
alleged war crimes by the US military
and intelligence officials in
Afghanistan, especially over the abuse
of detainees. White House National
Security Advisor John Bolton called
the Hague-based rights body “unac-
countable” and threatened to arrest
and sanction judges and other officials
of the court if it moved to charge any
American. — AFP 

Cambodia genocide verdict ‘a
signal’ to other perpetrators
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