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COMPARATIVE CONNECTIONS

A TRIANNUAL E-JOURNAL OF BILATERAL RELATIONS IN THE
INDO-ASIA-PACIFIC

Bilateral relationships in East Asia have long been important to regional peace and stability, but in the
post-Cold War environment, these relationships have taken on a new strategic rationale as countries
pursue multiple ties, beyond those with the US, to realize complex political, economic, and security
interests. How one set of bilateral interests affects a country’s other key relations is becoming more fluid
and complex, and at the same time is becoming more central to the region’s overall strategic compass.
Comparative Connections, Pacific Forum’s triannual e-journal of bilateral relations in the Indo-Asia-
Pacific, edited by Carl Baker and Brad Glosserman, with Ralph A. Cossa as senior editor, was created in
response to this unique environment. Comparative Connections provides timely and insightful analyses on
key bilateral relationships in the region, including those involving the US.

We regularly cover the key bilateral relationships that are critical for the region. While we recognize the
importance of other states in the region, our intention is to keep the core of the e-journal to a manageable
and readable length. Because our project cannot give full attention to each of the relationships in Asia,
coverage of US-Southeast Asia and China-Southeast Asia countries consists of a summary of individual
bilateral relationships, and may shift focus from country to country as events warrant. Other bilateral
relationships may be tracked periodically (such as various bilateral relationships with Australia, India,
and Russia) as events dictate. Our Occasional Analyses also periodically cover functional areas of interest.

Our aim is to inform and interpret the significant issues driving political, economic, and security affairs
of the US and East Asian relations by an ongoing analysis of events in each key bilateral relationship. The
reports, written by a variety of experts in Asian affairs, focus on political/security developments, but
economic issues are also addressed. Each essay is accompanied by a chronology of significant events
occurring between the states in question during the reporting period. A regional overview section places
bilateral relationships in a broader context of regional relations. By providing value-added interpretative
analyses, as well as factual accounts of key events, the e-journal illuminates patterns in Asian bilateral
relations that may appear as isolated events and better defines the impact bilateral relationships have
upon one another and on regional security.

The online version of Comparative Connections is available at https://cc.pacforum.org.

Comparative Connections: A Triannual Electronic Journal on East Asian Bilateral Relations (print ISSN 1930-
5370, online E-ISSN 1930-5389) is published three times annually (January, May, and September) at
1003 Bishop Street, Suite 1150, Honolulu, HI 96813.
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Indo-Pacific strategy: Trump’s ‘pivot’?

At the annual Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore
on June 2, Secretary of Defense Mattis described
the Trump administration’s emerging Indo-
Pacific strategy as “a subset of our broader
security strategy” which involved “deepening
alliances and partnerships as a priority,” further
stressing that “ASEAN's centrality remains
vital, and cooperation with China is welcome
wherever possible.” The strategy also included
deepening engagement with existing regional
mechanisms while exploring new opportunities
for meaningful multilateral cooperation.

Some have described the strategy as “Trump’s
pivot,” with good cause: there is a great deal of
consistency between this emerging strategy and
the Obama administration’s pivot or rebalance,
as well there should be. Neither US national
security interests nor Asia’s importance
changed with the new administration. Nor has
the desire of every new administration to attach
its own name to the continuing process.

Mattis identified four main (and familiar)
themes of the Trump administration’s Indo-
Pacific strategy: expanding attention on the
maritime space by helping our partners build
naval and law enforcement capabilities and
capacities to improve monitoring and protection
of maritime orders and interests;
interoperability, to ensure that our military is
able to more easily integrate with others;
strengthening the rule of law, civil society, and
transparent governance; and private sector-led
economic development with no empty promises
or surrender of economic sovereignty.

Like all prior administrations since the end of
the Cold War, he assured the gathering of
regional defense officials and experts that
“America is in the Indo-Pacific to stay. This is
our priority theater, our interests, and the
regions are inextricably intertwined.” What’s
different, in his Shangri-La speech and in the
National Security Strategy document from
which it is derived, is a willingness to call out
Chinese behavior that “stands in stark contrast
to the openness of our strategy.” This
“principled realism” approach still stresses the
willingness and desire to cooperate with China
“wherever possible,” but more openly
complains about Beijing’s behavior, most

specifically in the South China Sea, which “calls
into question China's broader goals.”

Mattis also stressed that “the U.S. values the
role India can play in regional and global
security, and we view the U.S.-India
relationship as a natural partnership between
the world's two largest democracies, based on a
convergence of strategic interests, shared
values, and respect for a rule-based
international order.” What he did not mention
was any reference to the “Quad,” the much-
touted yet still informal collaboration among
Australia, Japan, India, and the United States.
The term was also absent from Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s keynote address the
night before. When questioned, Mattis identified
the Quad as “one of those additional
mechanisms, multilateral mechanisms that we
look to,” further noting that “the first thing that
jumps out at you” is that all four are
democracies. He said the four nations are
talking about “how do we maintain stability?
How do we maintain open navigation? How do
we talk about basically keeping things on a
peaceful dispute-resolution path?” It was “an
idea fit for its time” which he supported “100
percent.”
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Figure 1Defense Secretary Mattis and Indian Prime Minister
Modi meet in Singapore June 2. Photo: US Department of

Defense

Prime Minister Modi was much more
circumspect in describing the Indo-Pacific:
“India does not see the Indo-Pacific region as a
strategy or as a club of limited members. Nor as
a grouping that seeks to dominate," Modi said.
"And by no means do we consider it as directed
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against any country. A geographical definition,
as such, cannot be.” Nonetheless, he stressed
India’s commitment to an open and free system
that upholds the rule of law and promotes
prosperity. While some in Beijing are already
complaining about the Quad being a de facto
Indo-Pacific NATO aimed at containing China,
in reality the grouping is likely to be more
symbolic than substantive for some time to
come.

‘ASEAN centrality’ remains key

The theme of ASEAN centrality, mentioned no
fewer than four times in Mattis’ remarks and
Q&A session, were consistently repeated by
Secretary of State Pompeo and other State
Department representatives before and during
his trip to Singapore for the 51st US-ASEAN
Ministerial and 25th ARF meeting. During a
teleconference briefing by a senior State
Department official just prior to his trip, it was
noted that Pompeo would “underscore the
importance of our strategic partnership with
ASEAN, highlight our commitment to this entity
and ASEAN centrality, and address various
regional security and partnership economics,”
during his meeting with the 10 ASEAN ministers.
At the ARF he would “work with his 26
counterparts from across the region to establish
practical cooperation to address nontraditional
security threats, including cooperation on
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.”

T
-
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4 LUGUST 2008, SINGAPORE

v = e
I 1

Figure 2 The 25tARF Meeting. Photo: Thailand Foreign
Ministry

During his press conference following the
meetings, Pompeo announced nearly $300
million in new US funding to “advance our
shared priorities, especially to strengthen
maritime security, develop humanitarian
assistance and peacekeeping capabilities, and
enhance programs that counter transnational
threats.” He also raised the issue of Chinese
militarization of the South China Sea and the

REGIONAL OVERVIEW | SEPTEMBER 2018

importance of maintaining a rules-based order
in the region.

Pompeo also emphasized the importance of
maintaining diplomatic and economic pressure
on North Korea “to achieve the final, fully
verified denuclearization of the DPRK, as agreed
to by Chairman Kim,” and specifically called out
Russia for allowing joint ventures with North
Korean firms and granting new work permits to
North Korean guest workers in violation of UN
Security Council Resolution 2375.

The ARF Chairman’s Statement likewise called
for the “full implementation of all relevant
United Nations Security Council Resolutions”
(without reference to specific violators) while
urging “all concerned parties to continue
working towards the realisation of lasting peace
and stability on a denuclearised Korean
Peninsula.” It also had more expansive
comments than usual on the South China Sea,
taking note of “some concerns on the land
reclamations and activities in the area, which
have eroded trust and confidence, increased
tensions and may undermine peace, security
and stability in the region.”

While in Singapore, Pompeo also chaired a
Lower Mekong Initiative Ministerial Meeting,
where he “reinforce[d] our partnership on
trans-boundary cooperation” including water
resource management. He also attended a
preparatory session for this November’s East
Asia Summit (EAS). (The White House
subsequently announced that President Trump
planned to send Vice President Pence to the
Singapore Summit, and to the Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Leader’s Meeting
in Port Moresby, PNG, a decision that will
inevitably raise questions about Washington’s
commitment to the region and to its emerging
Indo-Pacific strategy.)

Reassessing the economic competition

Mattis’ challenge to China at the Shangri-La
Dialogue is consistent with the Trump
administration’s assertion — clearly articulated
in the National Security Strategy and other
related documents — that the world has entered
a new era of great power competition. It is hard
to challenge that claim, but it should be
qualified: while military confrontations cannot
be ruled out, that competition will be primarily
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economic. If so, then it is imperative that the US
and its allies and partners develop the means to
compete with China in the Indo-Asia-Pacific*
region. While the effort has been fitful, the US
and like-minded governments have begun to
focus on the economic dimension of their
competition with China and initiated programs
to consolidate and perpetuate their leadership in
the region.

China is perceived to be gaining ground, if not
leading, in this competition. September marks
five years since Xi Jinping launched what would
become the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and
there is little agreement on just what it is and
means. China argues that it is an attempt to fill
a multitrillion infrastructure investment gap
and build a “community with a shared future for
mankind.” Critics counter that it is a way to
stimulate Chinese businesses as the domestic
economy slows, or a devious strategy to put
Beijing at the center of regional and global
economic diplomacy and cooperation, empower
and extend the reach of its military, and
propagate its political influence. The prevailing
narrative is of China for good reasons or bad,
extending its reach and rewriting the regional
and global order.

That view reflects the basic picture of BRI. It
involves as many as 80 countries, includes more
than two-thirds of the world’s population,
impacts up to one-third of global GDP and could
move a quarter of global goods and service. As
envisioned, it would surpass the Marshall Plan
to become “the biggest development push in
history.”

Cognizant that it was losing the public relations
battle, the State Department highlighted the
economic dimension as it fleshed out the
meaning of “a free and open Indo-Pacific.” In
testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee in May, Alex Wong, deputy assistant
secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific
affairs, noted the growing economic importance
the region assumed in US and global affairs. But,
Wong acknowledged that the administration
was only “formulating the implementation of

* While using the term Indo-Pacific rather than
Asia-Pacific seems designed to broaden and
widen the region, it has the unintended
consequence of causing many in Asia to feel that
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that strategy.” Unfortunately, the focus of much
subsequent discussion was the decision to walk
away from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
and the administration’s seeming preference for
tariffs to punish trade partners for what it
deemed unfair trade practices. The failure to
articulate or develop an economic instrument
was striking, especially when contrasted with
BRI. Participants at a Pacific Forum hosted
conference in Tokyo in June that explored the
meaning and significance of the Indo-Pacific
concept agreed on the need to fill that gap.

The like-minded stand up

Japanese Prime Minister Abe moved first when
he announced plans to establish a three-year
$50 billion public-private fund to boost
infrastructure investment in Asia. He unveiled
the proposal in early June at the 24th
International Conference on the Future of Asia.
The project would be administered by the
government-owned Japan Bank for
International Cooperation, and was designed
“to assist in the building of high-quality
infrastructure in the Indo-Pacific region.” Abe
defined “high-quality infrastructure” as
investments that increase employment, expand
educational opportunities for workers and
attract still more foreign domestic investment,
which then make the loans easier to repay - a
pointed contrast with the BRI which has been
increasingly characterized as “a debt trap” for
recipient nations.

Abe has done the most to provide economic
leadership in the Indo-Asia-Pacific region. In
2015 he launched the “Partnership for Quality
Infrastructure,” a five-year $110 billion
program to provide an alternative to the BRI.
When President Trump withdrew the US from
TPP, Abe led efforts to revive the deal and ensure
its survival. Formal agreement on its successor,
the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), was reached in
March 2018 (and discussed in the last issue of
Comparative Connections) and three countries
have since ratified it: Mexico, Japan, and
Singapore.

Asia itself is somehow being downgraded or
neglected. This is why at the Pacific Forum we
prefer the term Indo-Asia-Pacific, since it
better describes the region in question.
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The US stepped up with its own program, which
was announced by Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo at a speech to the Indo-Pacific Forum
in Washington, on the eve of a tour of Asian
countries. Pompeo noted that the US “Indo-
Pacific Economic Vision” seeks ‘“strategic
partnerships, not strategic dependency,” adding
that “with American companies, citizens around
the world know that what you see is what you
get: honest contracts, honest terms and no need
for off-the-books nonsense.” The US aspires to
“a regional order, of independent nations that
can defend their people and compete fairly in
the international marketplace. We stand ready
to enhance the security of our partners and to
assist them in developing their economies and
societies in ways that ensure human dignity. We
will help them keep their people free from
coercion or great power domination.”

The core of the program is a $113 million fund
that will promote public-private partnerships.
That size reflects both a US preference for a
modest government role, and the fact that itis a
down payment on a larger project to reorganize
and rationalize the US development aid
bureaucracy to be better able to mobilize and
guide private-sector capital. This project, part of
the Better Utilization of Investments Leading to
Development (BUILD) Act, would more than
double the US government’s development-
finance capacity, to $60 billion, to support US
private investment in strategic opportunities
abroad. Priorities for lending include energy,
infrastructure and digital connectivity: $25
million will go to Digital Connectivity and
Cybersecurity Partnership, which will improve
partner countries’ digital connectivity, deploy
technical assistance to improve partner
countries’ regulatory policies and cybersecurity
and expand opportunities for US technology
exports.

The day after Pompeo made his speech, the US,
Japan, and Australia announced a trilateral
partnership to boost infrastructure investment
across the Indo-Asia-Pacific region. They are
preparing a framework for cooperation that
“promotes transparency, open competition,
sustainability, adhering to robust global
standards, employing the local workforce, and
avoiding  unsustainable debt burdens.”
Organized by the US’ Overseas Private
Investment  Corp., Japan’s Bank for
International Cooperation and Australia’s
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Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade,
investment will focus on energy, transportation,
tourism and technology infrastructure.

While Australian Trade Minister Steve Ciobo
denied the agreement was designed to counter
China, then Foreign Minister Julie Bishop
bluntly noted in a June interview the need for
Western governments to compete with Chinese
offers of finance and to ensure that recipient
countries “have sustainable economies and that
they are not trapped into unsustainable debt
outcomes.” She added that “We’re concerned
that the consequences of entering into some of
these financing arrangements will be
detrimental to their long-term sovereignty.”
Australia seeks to give countries options: “What
we don’t want is for countries to have no other
options ... Australia should take a very proactive
part in that.”

For its part, China was restrained in its
response. Beijing welcomed efforts by other
countries to invest in connectivity and boost
connectivity. “We welcome it,” said a Foreign
Ministry spokesperson. China’s Ambassador to
Australia Cheng Jingye, however, rebuked
Bishop’s more forthright approach, accusing
her of having a “cold war mentality.”

Taking stock

Concern about the spread of Chinese influence
through the BRI overlooks an important part of
the economic story. A historical perspective
underscores the degree to which China is
playing catchup, at least in Southeast Asia. (The
following draws on “Rewrite the Asian
Economic Narrative,” PacNet #63.

According to ASEAN statistics, China accounted
for 9.4 percent of net foreign direct investment
in ASEAN member states in 2016. Japan topped
that with 11.1 percent of net FDI, while the US
provided 11.8 percent, and the European Union
invested a whopping 31.1 percent. Add up
investments by those sources from 2007 to 2016
and the difference is more glaring: China
invested $52.4 billion over that decade, a figure
less than half of Japan’s total ($116.7 billion) or
that of the US (S119 billion) and just over a
quarter of that of the EU ($194.8 billion). During
that time, China provided just 12 percent of the
investment that those three sources did — and
that omits monies from Australia, New Zealand,
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https://www.pacforum.org/analysis/pacnet-63-rewrite-asian-economic-narrative

the Republic of Korea and within ASEAN itself.
Chinese investment has been growing but it
remains a small fraction of other governments.

Head-to-head comparisons of infrastructure
investment reinforce that story. One analysis
totals Japanese infrastructure investment since
the 2000s — completed and ongoing — at roughly
$230 billion; that of China was just $155 billion.

It is unlikely that, even together, Australia,
Japan, and the US can muster the resources that
China can provide to the world through the BRI,
but they don’t have to. They do have to change
the narrative and tell a story that puts the BRI in
perspective. They have to remind aid recipients
and others that China is not the only creditor,
that alternatives exist and that priorities,
values, and interests can and will differ.
Ultimately, governments in Washington, Tokyo,
Canberra, and elsewhere should work with
Beijing to meet the developing world’s
infrastructure investment needs. That is the
best way to deflate fears about BRI and promote
the prosperity and stability we all profess to
seek.

Trading places?

China has made more progress on trade: it is the
number one trading partner of virtually every
Southeast Asian (and East Asian) country.
According to Chinese statistics, trade with
ASEAN hit a record high in 2017, totaling $514.8
billion, a 13.8 percent increase over the previous
year and the fastest growth pace among China
and any of its major trade partners. To change
that dynamic, the US tried to expand the TPP, a
quest that failed as a result of the Obama
administration’s reluctance to push the trade
deal and Trump’s decision to pull out. As noted,
Prime Minister Abe did not give up on TPP,
however, and working with other regional
leaders to resuscitate it in the form of the
CPTPP. A second regional effort has been
pursued in parallel - the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP),
often referred to as Beijing’s counter to the TPP,
but it has in fact been pushed by Southeast Asian
countries and there is considerable overlap in
membership in the two. Another round of RCEP
negotiations was held in conjunction with the
ASEAN Economic Ministers meeting at the end
of August. Participants said “good progress”
had been made, and India appears to be happy
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with negotiations, removing one especially
thorny obstacle. Nevertheless, Singapore’s
minister for trade and industry conceded that
considerable work remains if the group is going
to be “substantially concluding” the trade pact
by the end of the year. That language implies
that the November deadline will not be met and
talks will continue into 2019.

Looking to the future

The next four months will be a true test of the
US Indo-Pacific strategy. The administration
must square its “deepening engagement with
existing regional mechanisms” and “ASEAN
centrality” with the president’s decision not to
attend the EAS and APEC Summits. At APEC, Vice
President Pence will need to square the US
commitment to a “free and open Indo-Pacific”
with the president’s preference for using tariffs
to achieve this goal. Applying the tariff weapon
against longstanding allies like Japan and
Canada also flies in the face of “deepening
alliances and partnerships as a priority.”

Figure 3Kim Jong Un and Donald Trump meet in Singapore.
Photo: Daily Standard

The US-ROK alliance could face the greatest
challenge as the gap widens between rhetoric
and reality in assessing President Trump’s
summit with Kim Jong Un. With Kim scheduled
to meet with ROK President Moon Jae-In in
September as both seek an “end of war
declaration” — which Washington may or may
not support — and the possibility of another
Kim-Trump summit looming large (perhaps on
the sidelines of the UN General Assembly
gathering), the alliance stands as good a chance
of unraveling as it does of being deepened.
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REGIONAL CHRONOLOGY
MAY - AUGUST 2018

May 2, 2018: CNBC reports that China has
installed antiship cruise missiles and surface-
to-air missile systems on Mischief Reef, Subi
Reef, and Fiery Cross Reef in the South China
Sea.

May 2-3, 2018: China’s Foreign Minister Wang
Yi, the highest-ranking Chinese official to visit
North Korea in years, meets Foreign Minister Ri
Yong Ho in Pyongyang.

May 3-4, 2018: A delegation of senior US
economic advisers travels to Beijing and meets
President Xi Jinping and Vice President Wang
Qishan.

May 7-8, 2018: North Korean leader Kim Jong
Un travels to China and meets President Xi
Jinping in Dalian.

May 7-18, 2018: US and the Philippines conduct
joint military exercise Balikatan, which focuses
on counterterrorism in an urban setting as well
as traditional security scenarios.

May 8, 2018: Vietnam’s Foreign Ministry
requests that China withdraw military
equipment from the South China Sea.

May 8, 2018: President Donald Trump
announces that the US will withdraw from the
“defective” Iran nuclear deal, the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action.

May 8, 2018: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
visits Pyongyang to make additional
arrangements in anticipation of the Trump-Kim
summit.

May 9, 2018: Japanese Prime Minister Abe
Shinzo, Chinese Premier Li Kegiang, and South
Korean President Moon Jae-in hold a trilateral
summit in Tokyo.

May 9, 2018: Mohamed Mahathir’s opposition
grouping Pakatan Harapan, with a small ally,
win general election in Malaysia ending the long
rule of the Barisan Nasional coalition, which has
been in power in Malaysia since its birth as an
independent country in 1957.
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May 14-25, 2018: US and South Korea conduct
annual military exercise Max Thunder.

May 15, 2018: North Korea’s KCNA announces
that the DPRK canceled high-level North South
talks scheduled for May 16 and threatens to
cancel the Kim-Trump summit in response to
the decision to proceed with the US-ROK
military exercise, denouncing it as “a rude and
wicked provocation.”

May 15-19, 2018: Chinese trade delegation led
by Chinese Vice Premier Liu He visits
Washington for consultations with US
counterparts. He meets President Trump.

May 18, 2018: North Korea denies South Korean
reporters access to the dismantling of its nuclear
test site.

May 18, 2018: President Trump warns North
Korea to denuclearize or risk overthrow, saying,
“[the Libyan] model would take place if we don’t
make a deal,” referring to the overthrow of
Libyan leader Moammar Gadhdafi.

May 22, 2018: President Trump blames Chinese
President Xi for the delay or cancellation of his
summit with Kim Jong Un.

May 22-23, 2018: ROK President Moon visits
Washington and meets President Trump,
Secretary of State Pompeo, and National
Security Adviser John Bolton.

May 23, 2018: China’s State Councilor and
Foreign Minister Wang Yi visits the US and
meets Secretary of State Pompeo.

May 23, 2018: In response to China’s continued
militarization of islands in the South China Sea,
the Pentagon disinvites the PLA Navy from the
2018 Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) exercise.

May 24, 2018: North Korea dismantles its
nuclear testing ground at Pungye-ri.


https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/statement-united-states-trade-delegations-visit-beijing/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-05/17/c_137185989.htm
https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2018/05/8307b1b7415c-urgent-n-korea-not-accepting-s-korea-list-of-reporters-to-visit-nuke-site.html
https://www.apnews.com/7092e50178df4e3398de1bc70b6991b7/Trump-tells-NK's-Kim-to-denuclearize-or-risk-overthrow
http://english1.president.go.kr/BriefingSpeeches/Briefings/265
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/wshd_665389/t1562473.shtml
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-military-excercise/pentagon-uninvites-china-from-major-u-s-military-exercise-idUSKCN1IO2W4
https://www.apnews.com/c1951d14347a427f8b2f5043f7ff38f8/Timeline-of-diplomatic-developments-on-Korean-Peninsula

May 24, 2018: North Korean Vice Foreign
Minister Choe Son Hui releases statement
referring to US Vice President Pence as a
“political dummy” for his comments on North
Korea and says it was up to the Americans
whether they would “meet us at a meeting room
or encounter us at nuclear-to-nuclear
showdown.”

May 24, 2018: President Trump cancels
proposed June 12 summit with Chairman Kim,
citing “the tremendous anger and open hostility
displayed” in recent North Korean statements.

May 25, 2018: North Korea Vice Foreign Minister
Kim Kye Gwan states that the DPRK is willing to
meet with the US “at any time, any format”

May 25, 2018: China urges the United States and
North Korea to hold denuclearization summit.

May 27, 2018: Two US Navy destroyers, the USS
Higgins and the USS Antietam, conduct a freedom
of navigation operation near Tree, Lincoln,
Triton, and Woody Islands in the Paracels.

May 28, 2018: President Trump calls PM Abe to
discuss recent developments in North Korea.
They affirm the shared imperative of
dismantling North Korea’s chemical, biological,
and ballistic weapons programs.

May 30, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo meets
North Korean Vice-Chairman Kim Yong Chol in
New York to discuss preparations for the
upcoming US-DPRK summit.

June 1, 2018: After meeting with North Korean
Vice-Chairman Kim, President Trump confirms
the US-DPRK summit will take place in
Singapore on June 12.

June 1, 2018: President of the European
Commission Jean-Claude Juncker meets China’s
State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi in
Brussels. They note the danger of protectionism
and the need to cooperate to safeguard UN
Charter principles and open world trade.

June 1, 2018: The 17% Asia Security Summit, or
Shangri-La Dialogue, is held in Singapore.

June 4, 2018: ROK President Moon hosts summit
with Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte.

June 6, 2018: China warns against US
provocations in the South China Sea following
two B-52 bombers flying past Chinese-held
artificial islands.

June 7, 2018: Australia-New Zealand-United
States Pacific Security Cooperation Dialogue
held at the Department of State in Washington.

June 7, 2018: Prime Minister Abe visits
Washington and meets President Trump.

June 8, 2018: President Xi Jinping and Russian
President Vladimir Putin meet in Beijing,
pledging to “firmly support each other in
defending their respective values.”

June 8-9, 2018: Canada hosts the G7 Charlevoix
Summit.

June 9, 2018: President Xi meets Prime Minister
Modi of India in Qingdao. They agree that the
“two sides should make persistent efforts to
speed up the implementation, maintain
strategic communication, expand economic and
trade cooperation, promote people-to-people
and cultural exchanges and enhance
coordination and cooperation on international
and regional affairs.”

June 9-10, 2018: China hosts Council of Heads of
State of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) in Qingdao.

June 11, 2018: Prime Minister Abe calls President
Trump regarding the US-DPRK summit.

June 12, 2018: The US-DPRK summit is held in
Singapore. President Trump and Chairman Kim
sign a joint declaration that calls for improved
diplomatic relations, a new peace regime and
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, and a
resumption of the recovery of US POW/MIA
remains from North Korea.

June 12, 2018: PM Abe hosts meeting with
Malaysian PM Mahathir at the Prime Minister’s
Office.

June 14, 2018: South Korean President Moon and
Secretary of State Pompeo meet in Seoul to
discuss the agreements reached at the United
States-North Korea Summit.
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June 15, 2018: President Moon states that the
South Korean government will “carefully
consider” suspending military drills with the US
following the US-DPRK Summit.

June 15, 2018: President Trump imposes 25
percent tariffs on $50 billion of Chinese goods,
accusing China of intellectual copyright theft.
China responds with equal tariffs on $50 billion
of US goods.

June 19, 2018: South Korea and the United States
announce the decision to stop all planning for
and suspend the Ulchi Freedom Guardian (UFG)
exercise scheduled to be held in August.

June 19-20, 2018: North Korean Chairman Kim
visits China and meets President Xi in Beijing.

June 21, 2018: United States withdraws from the
United Nations Human Rights Council (HRC).

June 21-24, 2018: ROK President Moon visits
Russia and meets counterpart Vladimir Putin.
Their discussion focuses on economic
cooperation and the situation in North Korea.

June 27, 2018: Defense Secretary Jim Mattis
visits Beijing and meets President Xi, Politburo
Member Yang Jiechi, and Minister of National
Defense Gen. Wei Fenghe. Mattis reaffirms the
importance of strategic transparency in the US-
China defense relationship.

June 27, 2018: 26" biennial Rim of the Pacific
(RIMPAC) military exercise held in and near
Hawaii. China, which was disinvited, deploys a
Type 815 Dongdiao-class naval vessel to observe
the exercise.

June 28, 2018: Secretary of Defense Mattis states
that the US will keep current troop levels in
South Korea.

June 28, 2018: Second US-Japan Pacific Dialogue
is held in Tokyo, Japan.

June 29, 2018: Defense Secretary Mattis and
Japanese Defense Minister Onodera Itsunori
agree to continue joint military exercises.

July 6, 2018: US and China tariffs begin on $34
billion in each other’s imports, with possibility
of further tariffs being enacted in future. There
are no signs of negotiations to ease tensions.
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July 6, 2018: North Korean state-run media
denounces the United States for criticizing
North Korea’s human-rights record while the
two countries attempt to improve diplomatic
ties.

July 6, 2018: Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
meets North Korean officials in Pyongyang to
discuss specific commitments to
denuclearization.

July 7-8, 2018: Two US Navy warships, the USS
Mustin  and USS Benfold guided-missile
destroyers, sail through the Taiwan Strait.

July 8, 2018: Japanese PM Abe receives courtesy
call from Secretary of State Pompeo at the Prime
Minister's Office.

July 8, 2018: South Korean Minister of Foreign
Affairs Kang Kyung-wha visits Japan and meets
PM Abe at the Prime Minister’s Office.

July 8-9, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo visits
Vietnam and meets General Secretary of the
Communist Party of Vietnam Nguyen Phu
Truong, Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc, and
Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister
Pham Binh Minh.

July 10, 2018: South Korean President Moon
visits India and meets President Modi. They
agree to strengthen the “special strategic
partnership” including upgrading their
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA).

July 12, 2018: President Moon visits Singapore
and meets Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong.
They agree to expand cooperation between their
nations, including expanding trade, investment
in human resources and state that they agreed
to enter a Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP) within the year.

July 13, 2018: US accuses North Korea of
breaching a United Nations sanction cap on
refined petroleum via unlawful ship-to-ship
transfers at sea with unknown third parties.


http://english1.president.go.kr/President/News/373
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July 13, 2018: Second Round of China-India
Dialogue on Maritime Cooperation held in
Beijing. Chinese Director General of the
Department of Asian Affairs of the Foreign
Ministry Wu Jianghao and Indian Joint Secretary
for Disarmament and International Security
Affairs at the Ministry of External Affairs Pankaj
Sharma co-chair the dialogue.

July 16, 2018: Chinese Premier Li Keqiang,
European Council President Donald Tusk, and
European Commission President Jean-Claude
Juncker hold the 20t China-EU leaders’ meeting
in Beijing. China and the European Union agree
to jointly work to safeguard the rules-based
international order, promote multilateralism
and support free trade.

July 16, 2018: President Moon states that India
and ASEAN have been raised to the level of
Korea’s relations with the four major powers of
the US, China, Japan and Russia as part of South
Korea’s “New Southern Policy.”

July 18, 2018: Japan and European Union sign
bilateral trade deal eliminating nearly all tariffs.

July 19, 2018: UN Security Council unanimously
supports the denuclearization of North Korea.

July 19, 2018: President Trump orders the US
government to investigate if higher tariffs on
foreign-made vehicles and auto parts are
justified on national security grounds. Japanese
PM Abe warns that US tariffs on Japanese
automobiles will be harmful to both economies
and retaliatory tariffs may be levied.

July 20, 2018: US and Japan hold fifth
Comprehensive Dialogue on Space in Tokyo.

July 26, 2018: Sixth US-Japan Cyber Dialogue is
held in Washington. A US-Japan-South Korea
meeting of cyber experts is held the following
day.

July 26, 2018: Tenth BRICS (Brazil, Russia,
India, China, South Africa) Summit is held in
Johannesburg, South Africa. PRC President Xi
urges a deepening of relations between the five
countries to open a second “Golden Decade.”

July 28, 2018: North Korea delivers the remains

of US soldiers killed during the Korean War to a
US delegation in Pyongyang.

10

July 30, 2018: Hun Sen’s Cambodian People's
Party (CPP) announces that it won all 125
parliamentary seats in the July 29 elections.
Critics widely dismiss the elections as
undemocratic.

July 30. 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo
makes remarks on America’s Indo-Pacific
economic vision, at US Chamber of Commerce
Indo-Pacific business forum announcing new
economic strategy to support broader US Indo-
Pacific strategy.

Aug. 1, 2018: Malaysian PM Mahathir meets
Chinese State Councilor and Foreign Minister
Wang Yi in Kuala Lumpur. They advocate closer
diplomatic and economic ties.

Aug. 1, 2018: US Congress passes legislation
authorizing $716 billion in total defense
spending for the coming fiscal year, FY2019.

Aug. 2, 2018: Fifty-first ASEAN Foreign
Ministers Meeting is held in Singapore.

Aug. 2, 2018: China and ASEAN agree on an
initial draft document regarding conduct in the
South China Sea. This draft will serve as a
baseline for future joint talks and negotiations.

Aug. 2, 2018: President Trump receives a second
letter from North Korean leader Kim, stating
North Korea’s dedication to denuclearization.
Trump responds with a desire to meet again
with the North Korean leader.

Aug. 3, 2018: China announces it is prepared to
impose tariffs between 5 percent and 25 percent
on $60 billion worth of US goods in retaliation
against recent tariffs imposed on China by the
US as well as US-proposed tariffs on $200
billion of Chinese imports.

Aug. 4, 2018: Twenty-fifth ASEAN Regional
Forum is held in Singapore.

Aug. 8, 2018: US Navy P-8A Poseidon
reconnaissance plane flies over the Spratly
Islands and receives six radio warnings from the
Chinese military to “Leave immediately and
keep out to avoid any misunderstanding.”

Aug. 17-21, 2018: Malaysian PM Mahathir visits
China and meets Xi and other senior leaders.
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https://www.apnews.com/0d12dd97058a4c708782541a367231fc/Japan's-Abe:-US-auto-tariffs-will-cost-US-jobs,-harm-economy
https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/07/284429.htm
https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/07/284573.htm
https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/07/284670.htm
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/wshd_665389/t1580846.shtml
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/wshd_665389/t1582272.shtml
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/08/02/the-717-billion-defense-policy-bill-just-made-its-way-to-trumps-desk.html
https://www.apnews.com/bb4ae083f10d45f292520a6a5cd296fd/China-calls-draft-pact-on-territorial-feud-a-'breakthrough'
https://www.apnews.com/7990b096141c4e4fb4429b4c3b4daa51/Trump-receives-new-letter-from-Kim-Jong-Un,-sends--his-reply
https://www.apnews.com/1c8b637bbc56404eb787acf7854d95c3/China-announces-$60B-of-US-goods-for-tariff-retaliation
https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/10/politics/south-china-sea-flyover-intl/index.html

Aug. 23, 2018: US and China levy 25 percent
duties on an additional $16 billion of each
other's imports.

Aug. 24, 2018: Scott Morrison is sworn in as
prime minister of Australia.

Aug. 24-29, 2018: Peace Mission 2018, the joint
military exercise of SCO, is conducted in
Chebarkul, Russia with the eight-member states
undertaking joint training. This is the first time
India and Pakistan participate in the exercise.

Aug. 27, 2018: The 17" annual Southeast Asia
Cooperation and Training (SEACAT) exercise
involving sailors and coast guardsmen from
Bangladesh, Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Philippines, Singapore, US, Thailand, and
Vietnam begins.

Aug. 29, 2018: President Trump accuses China
of complicating Washington's relationship with
North Korea by rendering its ally economic
assistance, as talks on Pyongyang's
denuclearization are at a standstill.
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SUMMER BEFORE THE STORM?

SHEILA A. SMITH, COUNCIL ON FOREIGN RELATIONS
CHARLES T. MCCLEAN, UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO

Relations between Tokyo and Washington grew more complex over the summer. The decision by
President Donald Trump to meet North Korean leader Kim Jong Un marked a new phase of alliance
coordination on the strategic challenge posed by Pyongyang. Trade relations also continued to create an
undercurrent of discord. No consensus emerged on a free-trade agreement and the sense that the Trump
administration was preparing to impose tariffs not only on steel and aluminum but also on the auto
industry added to trepidation over the economic relationship. By the end of the summer, there were signs
that the US and Japan were beginning to synchronize their approaches to the Indo-Pacific region as an
economic cooperation agenda seems to be emerging. Meanwhile, politics in both capitols this fall make
predictions about policy coordination difficult. Prime Minister Abe Shinzo faces his party’s leadership
election on Sept. 20, a contest he is likely to win but an opportunity for others in the party to push him
on his priorities. In the US, midterm elections promise a referendum on the Trump administration and
the increasing turmoil surrounding the White House.

This article is extracted from Comparative Connections: A Triannual E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral
Relations, Vol. 20, No. 2, September 2018. Preferred citation: Sheila A. Smith and Charles T. McClean,
“US-Japan Relations: Summer before the Storm?” Comparative Connections, Vol. 20, No. 2, pp 13-20.
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The Singapore summit and its aftermath

Tokyo and Washington have worked hard to
coordinate policies on North Korea, but the
meeting between President Trump and
Chairman Kim in Singapore slowed the pace of
consultations as the United States attempted to
persuade Pyongyang to give up its nuclear
weapons. Prime Minister Abe has been
consistent in  supporting the Trump
administration’s “maximum pressure”
strategy, yet Abe also saw the opportunity for
diplomacy when he visited the Pyeongchang
Olympics. The release of three US citizens
detained by North Korea on May 9 suggested the
possibility that Kim Jong Un might also be open
to a more comprehensive dialogue. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo visited Tokyo to share the
results of this early effort to shift to the
diplomatic track with the North.

Figure 1Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, right, greeted
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo in Tokyo. Photo: The Wall
Street Journal

Consultations between the US and Japan
intensified prior to the Singapore summit. The
prime minister and president spoke often by
phone; Foreign Minister Kono Taro visited
Washington twice, once in May and again in
early June, to meet Secretary Pompeo in
preparation. Prime Minister Abe returned to
Washington too on June 7, and in the joint press
conference after meeting Trump, both leaders
went to great pains to demonstrate their shared
sense of what outcomes should be prioritized in
negotiations with Kim Jong Un. Outwardly at
least, the Abe Cabinet supported the US and
South Korean efforts to reduce tensions and
negotiate denuclearization, and Abe suggested
that he too might be willing to meet with Kim if
the circumstances warranted it.
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Press reports indicate that President Trump
raised the prospect of a summit with Abe when
he met Kim. The last summit between Japan and
North Korea was in 2004 between Koizumi
Junichiro and Kim Jong Il. In 2002, Koizumi
traveled to Pyongyang, and the two leaders
announced the Pyongyang Declaration, which
included a North Korean moratorium on missile
testing. Equally important, Kim acknowledged
that his regime had abducted Japanese citizens
in the 1970s and 1980s, and arranged for the
repatriation of five who were still living in North
Korea. Abe, as chief Cabinet secretary at the
time, became an ardent advocate of deeper
negotiations with Pyongyang on the return of
the remaining 12 individuals the Japanese
government believes resided in North Korea. In
June, Japanese and North Korean diplomats was
held an informal meeting in Ulan Bator during a
regional conference; there was an apparent
follow-up meeting in Vietnam in July.

Despite these early signs of progress, the
Singapore summit produced some unsettling
signs for Tokyo. Abe told reporters that he had
thanked Trump for raising Japanese concerns
over the abductees, but the president’s
description of US-ROK exercises as ‘“war
games” and “provocations” raised red flags.
Defense Minister Onodera Itusnori noted, “we
see U.S.-South Korean joint exercises and the
U.S. military presence in South Korea as vital to
security in East Asia. It is up to the U.S. and
South Korea to decide their joint exercises. We
have no intention of changing our joint drills
with the U.S.” Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga
Yoshihide reiterated this, stating there would be
no changes to US-Japan joint military drills.

Considerable effort was made to reassure US
allies, however. Trilateral consultations with the
foreign ministers of Japan and South Korea were
held in Seoul on June 14, as well as a bilateral
meeting between Pompeo and Kono. Similarly,
Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis spoke over the
phone on the same day with Minister Onodera
on the results of the Trump-Kim meeting.
Mattis traveled to the region at the end of the
month, meeting Abe, Kono, and Onodera.
Secretary Pompeo followed a week later for a
trilateral discussion with South Korean Foreign
Minister Kang Kyung-wha and Foreign Minister
Kono. At their press conference, the three
reaffirmed their commitment “towards the
common goal of North Korea’s complete,
verifiable, and irreversible dismantlement of all
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weapons of mass destruction and ballistic
missiles of all ranges.”

Japan continued to monitor suspected illicit
activity by North Korean ships and vessels from
other nations in violation of UN Security Council
Resolution 2375 over the summer. UNSCR 2375
prohibits UN member states from facilitating or
engaging in ship-to-ship transfers of goods to
or from North Korean-flagged vessels. The
Maritime Self-Defense Force made several
reports of suspected illicit activities by North
Korean vessels, all designated by the UN in
March 2018 as having violated earlier sanctions.
From May through August, five ships were
observed by the Maritime Self-Defense Force in
activities with unidentified vessels suspected of
violating UN Sanctions: the Ji Song 6 (May 19),
Sam Jong 2 (May 24), Yu Phoyong 5 (June 21-22),
An San 1 (June 29), and Nam San 8 (July 31). On
Sept. 7, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
announced that a number of countries would
resume monitoring North Korean vessels for
possible illicit activities. Patrols from Australia
and New Zealand will be based at Kadena Air
Base in Okinawa, under the UN Status of Forces
Agreement, by the end of the month to patrol
the East China Sea along with Japan’s maritime
forces.

Distance remains on trade policy

The summer also made for a stark study in
contrast between Japanese and US strategies on
trade. On the one hand, the Abe administration
again proved itself to be one of the world’s
strongest supporters of free trade. In July, Japan
made significant progress on two landmark
free-trade agreements: first by ratifying the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP, or TPP-11)
and then by signing the even larger Japan-
European Union trade deal. The Trump
administration, on the other hand, advocated a
much more protectionist stance. The United
States retained its newly implemented tariffs on
steel and aluminum, escalated trade frictions
with China, engaged in tough negotiations with
Canada and Mexico over the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and raised the
possibility of imposing additional tariffs on
automobile imports. A new round of US-Japan
trade negotiations began in earnest in August,
yet much work remains to close the distance
between the two allies in their approaches to
trade policy.
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Japan’s summer of trade successes began with
the official ratification of the CPTPP on July 6.
The approval process for the CPTPP in the Diet
was relatively smooth: after Japan and 10 other
countries signed the agreement on March 8, the
Abe administration quickly secured passage for
the necessary bills to support ratification from
the Lower House on May 18 and the Upper House
on June 29. The CPTPP represents a major
multilateral agreement, one that will cover 13
percent of global economic activity, and is
expected to enter into force next year after it is
ratified by at least six of the 11 partner nations.
The deal still notably lacks the participation of
the United States, however, as President Trump
officially withdrew from the agreement soon
after entering office in January 2017. While
Trump hinted in the spring that he might
consider rejoining the pact, he later said that he
would do so only if the United States could
secure a “substantially better” deal. In the
meantime, several other countries have signaled
interest in joining the CPTPP after it is enacted,
including Thailand, Indonesia, South Korea,
Colombia, and, most recently, the United
Kingdom.

Following the CPTPP’s ratification, Prime
Minister Abe signed an even larger trade deal
with the European Union just 11 days later, on
July 17. The agreement, praised as “the largest
bilateral trade deal ever,” covers 600 million
people and a third of the global economy. It will
eliminate 99 percent of tariffs on Japanese
goods to the EU and about 94 percent of tariffs
on European exports to Japan (rising to 99
percent in the future). While neither Japanese
nor EU officials mentioned Trump directly in
signing the agreement, it was clear that both
sides sought to demonstrate their joint
commitment to free trade in the face of recent
US protectionist policies. Donald Tusk, president
of the European Council, said that the deal “sent
a clear message” against protectionism. Prime
Minister Abe similarly stated that “the EU and
Japan showed an undeterred determination to
lead the world as flag bearers for free trade.”

While Japan made progress on two major trade
agreements, the United States continued to
wage two battles on trade that it began in the
first half of the year. The first battle concerned
the administration’s policy of identifying
certain foreign imports — in this case, steel and
aluminum - as national security threats and
then imposing tariffs under the rarely-used
Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act (1962).
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Trump first announced tariffs on March 1, and
while exemptions for some countries followed,
Japan never received an exemption. The tariffs
threaten nearly $2 billion in Japanese exports,
yet to date the Abe administration has not
retaliated with its own tariffs, a path taken by
others such as China, Canada, the EU, and
Turkey. Instead, Japanese officials have tried to
press their US counterparts through diplomatic
channels to exempt Japan. Japan’s preference
for diplomacy over retaliation may change,
however, if the United States moves forward
with its new threat of a potential 25 percent
tariff on automobiles. On May 23, the US
Chamber of Commerce initiated a Section 232
investigation into the national security
implications of automobile imports, which could
similarly lead to a new round of tariffs.
Automobiles represent a much larger industry
for Japan than steel or aluminum, although
Japan may be insulated somewhat from the
pressure of automobile tariffs given that much
of its manufacturing for the US market takes
place within the United States.

The second trade battle for the Trump
administration has been its clash with China
since the spring over trade practices and
intellectual property rights. The tit-for-tat
exchange began when the United States
threatened in April to apply tariffs on $50 billion
worth of Chinese goods, China responded in
kind with its own list of tariffs for $50 billion
worth of U.S. goods, and then Trump threatened
to impose tariffs on an additional $100 billion
worth of US imports from China. While things
cooled down for a bit in May, both countries
released revised lists of their $50 billion tariffs
on June 15, which started to come into effect on
July 6. At Trump’s direction, the US Trade
Representative then announced on July 10 that
they would consider further tariffs on $200
billion worth of imports from China, and China
then threatened an additional $60 billion in
tariffs in response. As the threats between the
two sides heated up, the Trump administration
announced that it would subsidize US farmers
up to $12 billion to help offset some of the
retaliatory trade measures (including over the
steel and aluminum tariffs). However, there are
still no signs of a slowdown in US-China trade
frictions, and the second phase of the initial $50
billion tariffs for both countries came into effect
on August 23.

The two starkly different approaches to trade
policy thus set the stage for the much
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anticipated first round of US-Japan trade and
investment negotiations on Aug. 9-10 led by US
Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer and
Motegi Toshimitsu, Japan’s minister in charge
of economic revitalization. While exact details of
the first meeting have been kept private, it is
clear that the Japan side continues to push for
the United States to return to multilateral efforts
such as the CPTPP while the US side tries to
advocate for Japan to instead pursue a bilateral
free-trade agreement. While much distance
remains on trade policy, the two sides agreed to
“explore ways to fill the gap between their
positions and promote trade between the United
States and Japan” at their next round of
consultations scheduled for sometime in
September.

Coordinating an Indo-Pacific approach

The Japanese government continues to
encourage the Trump administration in its
development of an Indo-Pacific strategy. The
Abe administration has developed a “two
continents, two oceans” approach that
emphasizes the need for connectivity and
development. Abe has worked with India’s
Prime Minister Narendra Modi as well as
Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull to
find common approaches to defining a “free,
open, stable and prosperous Indo-Pacific
region” built on a “rule-based order.” Similarly,
in his meeting with President Trump on June 7,
Abe emphasized that US-Japan economic
relations should be seen in this broader regional
framework.

Figure 2Prime I\/IinisterIShinzo Abe and Australian Prime
Minister Malcolm Turnbull arrive at Narashino exercise field
in Chiba Prefecture. Photo: Reuters

US security planners have been quick to embrace
the Indo-Pacific terminology. On May 30,
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Secretary of Defense Mattis announced that the
US Pacific Command in Honolulu would be
renamed as the US Indo-Pacific Command. On
the same day, Adm. Phil Davidson, who will now
be the first Indo-Pacific commander, relieved
Adm. Harry Harris.

The United States and Japan continued their
discussion on how to build opportunities for
collaboration across the Indo-Pacific over the
summer months. Meetings were held on a broad
array of economic issues that would have
implications for the region, such as cooperation
in space, the Internet economy, and cyber
security. In addition, officials from the United
States, Japan, Australia, and India met on June 7
at an ASEAN meeting to discuss regional
collaboration, suggesting a fledgling effort by
the quad at developing a shared economic
approach to the Indo-Pacific.

On July 30, Secretary of State Pompeo provided
an initial outline of the new US economic
approach to the Indo-Pacific in his address to
the US Chamber of Commerce. Entitled
“America’s Indo-Pacific Economic Vision,”
Pompeo laid out three areas of priority focus for
the United States in the Indo-Pacific: energy,
infrastructure, and the digital economy. The
Japan Bank for International Cooperation, US
Overseas Private Investment Cooperation, and
the Australian government also announced that
they had found several infrastructure projects
that would enhance trilateral cooperation within
the Indo Pacific. In the announcement, the three
said they would mobilize investment in “energy,
transportation, tourism, and technology.”

Japan’s regional diplomacy was also significant
over the summer of 2018. Following up on the
successful Japan-ROK-China summit in May,
Japanese and Chinese officials are discussing a
likely visit by Prime Minister Abe to Beijing in
October to commemorate the 40th anniversary
of the bilateral Treaty of Peace and Friendship,
which went into force on Oct. 23, 1978. The
highly anticipated summit between Abe and
Chinese President Xi Jinping will signal a new
effort to stabilize ties between Tokyo and Beijing
in an increasingly volatile era of global
geopolitics. Equally important will be their
approach to regional cooperation. How Abe and
Xi will square the circle between the Belt and
Road Initiative and the Free and Open Indo-
Pacific Strategy could be a highlight of the visit.
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The Japanese will also announce a new national
defense plan by the end of this vyear.
Accompanying the new plan will be a five-year
military procurement plan that is likely to
demonstrate the Abe Cabinet’s continued
interest in expanding Japanese military
capabilities. Ballistic missile defenses have
already been marked for improvement, but
maritime and air defenses are also expected to
grow. The Trump administration is hoping that
Tokyo will buy more US military hardware, and
there is a growing expectation that Japan’s
defense spending will increase markedly.

Conclusion

Looking ahead to the fall, both the US and
Japanese governments confront a busy political
season. In Tokyo, the LDP leadership election on
Sept. 20 is expected to produce a victory for the
prime minister, and yet the race itself could
open debate within the party over crucial policy
reforms. Ishiba Shigeru, the most widely
expected challenger to Abe, is himself a foreign
policy and defense expert, and so we should
expect his campaign to raise the issue of the US-
Japan alliance as well as Abe’s proposal to revise
Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution. While the
Abe Cabinet may not be in danger, there is ample
opportunity for high-profile debate on Japan’s
foreign policy challenges. Next year’s Upper
House election also looms large on the horizon
for the LDP and its coalition partner, the
Komeito.

In the United States, the stakes may be higher.
The Trump administration has been under
pressures due to the Justice Department’s
Special Counsel Investigation on Russian
interference with the 2016 presidential election.
Several high-profile members of the Trump
campaign have already been indicted on felony
charges. The administration is also reeling from
a new book that reveals discord within the White
House and the publication of an anonymous op-
ed in the New York Times claiming to be written
by a “senior official in the Trump
administration.”

US-Japan relations are likely to become more
sensitive in coming months as critical questions
on auto tariffs and on tensions with North Korea
continue  unresolved. @ The  Abe-Trump
relationship has thus far steadied the alliance,
but it remains to be seen whether this will be
enough to offset the policy discord that may be
looming.
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CHRONOLOGY OF US-JAPAN RELATIONS
MAY - AUGUST 2018

May 9, 2018: Prime Minister Abe Shinzo, South
Korean President Moon Jae-in, and Chinese
Premier Li Keqiang hold a trilateral summit in

Tokyo.

May 9, 2018: President Donald Trump
announces that three US citizens held in North
Korea have been released and are on their way
home.

May 9, 2018: Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
visits Japan, where he gives remarks on the
release of the three US citizens from North Korea
at Yokota Air Base.

May 10, 2018: Prime Minister Abe and President
Trump speak by telephone about the upcoming
US-North Korea summit.

May 15-16, 2018: Acting Assistant Secretary for
East Asian and Pacific Affairs Susan Thornton
visits Japan to participate in the second annual
Wall Street Journal CEO Council Conference and
meets Japanese officials.

May 23, 2018: Minister for Foreign Affairs Kono
Taro and Secretary of State Pompeo meet in
Washington, D.C. to discuss the upcoming US-
North Korea summit.

May 26, 2018: Fourth Inter-Korean summit held
between South Korean President Moon and
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un.

May 28, 2018: Prime Minister Abe and President
Trump speak by telephone about the inter-
Korean summit and upcoming US-North Korea
summit.

May 30, 2018: Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis
announces US Pacific Command’s name will be
changed to US Indo-Pacific Command.

June 6, 2018: Minister for Foreign Affairs Kono
and Secretary of State Pompeo meet in
Washington, D.C. to discuss the upcoming US-
North Korea summit. Press Conference.

June 7, 2018: Prime Minister Abe and President
Trump hold a summit in Washington, DC.

18

June 7, 2018: Senior officials from the US, Japan,
Australia, and India meet in Singapore on the
sidelines of the ASEAN-centered Senior Officials
Meeting.

June 8-9, 2018: President Trump and Prime
Minister Abe attend G7 Summit in Charlevoix,
Canada.

June 11, 2018: Prime Minister Abe and President
Trump speak by telephone about the US-North
Korea summit.

June 12, 2018: President Trump and North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un meet in Singapore.

June 12, 2018: Prime Minister Abe and President
Trump speak by telephone about the outcomes
of the US-North Korea summit.

June 14, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo,
Minister of Foreign Affairs Kono, and South
Korean Minister of Foreign Affairs Kang Kyung-
wha hold a trilateral meeting in Seoul.

June 14, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo and
Minister of Foreign Affairs Kono meet in Seoul.

June 14, 2018: Secretary of Defense Mattis
speaks by telephone with Japanese Defense
Minister Onodera Itsunori about the results of
the US-North Korea summit.

June 19, 2018: Officials from Japan and the US
hold consultations on U.S. sanctions on Iran in
Tokyo. The US delegation was led by Christopher
Ford, assistant secretary of State for
international security and nonproliferation,
while the Japanese delegation was led by Hiroshi
Oka, director-general/assistant minister for
foreign affairs for Middle Eastern and African
affairs.

June 25, 2018: Second US-Japan Pacific Dialogue
held at Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Tokyo.

June 29, 2018: Prime Minister Abe meets
Defense Secretary James Mattis in Tokyo.

June 29, 2018: Defense Secretary Mattis meets
Foreign Minister Kono in Tokyo.
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July 6, 2018: Japan ratifies Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership.

July 8, 2018: Prime Minister Abe meets Secretary
of State Pompeo in Tokyo.

July 8, 2018: Foreign Minister Kono and
Secretary of State Pompeo meet in Tokyo.

July 8, 2018: Foreign Minister Kono, Secretary of
State Pompeo, and South Korean Foreign
Minister Kang hold a trilateral meeting in

Tokyo.

July 20, 2018: Fifth US-Japan Comprehensive
Dialogue on Space is held in Tokyo.

July 23-24, 2018: Ninth US-Japan Policy
Cooperation Dialogue on the Internet Economy
is held in Washington, DC.

July 26, 2018: Sixth US-Japan Cyber Dialogue is
held in Washington, DC.

July 27, 2018: US hosts trilateral cyber experts
meeting with officials from Japan and South
Korea.

July 30, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo gives a
speech during the Indo-Pacific Business Forum
at the US Chamber of Commerce on “America’s
Indo-Pacific Economic Vision.”

July 31, 2018: US, Japan, and Australia announce
agreement to invest in infrastructure projects in
the Indo-Pacific.

Aug. 4, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo, Foreign
Minister Kono, and Australian Foreign Minister
Julie Bishop meet in Singapore for the eighth

ministerial meeting of the Trilateral Strategic
Dialogue.

Aug. 4, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo and
Foreign Minister Kono meet in Singapore to
discuss North Korea policy.

Aug. 9, 2018: Economy Minister Motegi
Toshimitsu and US Trade Representative Robert
Lighthizer hold trade talks in Washington, DC.

Aug. 22, 2018: President Trump and Prime
Minister Abe speak by phone about North Korea.
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Aug. 24, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo and
Minister of Foreign Affairs Kono speak by
telephone on North Korea.

Aug. 26, 2018: Assistant Secretary of State for
Economic and Business Affairs Manisha Singh
travels to Tokyo to discuss the administration’s
approach to trade and economic growth in the
region.
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The US and China engaged in tit-for-tat trade actions as bilateral trade talks failed to produce a
compromise. The Trump administration doubled down on its characterization of China as a threat to US
interests in the National Defense Strategy and “Worldwide Threats” hearings on Capitol Hill. President
Trump signed the Taiwan Travel Act, which calls for the US government to encourage visits between
officials from the United States and Taiwan at all levels, provoking China’s ire. Cracks in US-China
cooperation on North Korea were revealed as the Trump administration imposed sanctions on Chinese
shipping and trading companies allegedly conducting illicit business with North Korea, and Beijing failed
to notify Washington in advance of Kim Jong Un’s visit to China. The US conducted two Freedom of
Navigation Operations (FONOPS) in the South China Sea.
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Trade war erupts

On June 15, after months of deliberation, the
Trump administration moved forward with its
plan to impose 25 percent tariffs on $50 billion
worth of Chinese imports. The final decision was
made “in light of China’s theft of intellectual
property and technology and its other unfair
trade practices,” according to the official White
House statement. Ignoring President Trump’s
threat of further tariffs if China undertook
retaliatory measures, China responded in kind
with tariffs on 659 US goods worth $50 billion.
Both sides traded accusations: Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo labeled China’s aluminum and
steel production as “predatory economics 101;”
and China’s Ministry of Commerce called the US
action “a threat to China’s economic interest
and security.”

The imposition of tariffs was preceded by a
period of negotiations in which compromise
seemed possible. In early May, President Trump
sent a high-level delegation comprised of senior
members of his economic policy team to Beijing
for negotiations at the invitation of Vice Premier
Liu He. The group included Secretary of the
Treasury Steven Mnuchin, Secretary of
Commerce Wilbur Ross, Us Trade
Representative Robert Lighthizer, Assistant to
the President for Economic Policy Larry Kudlow,
and Assistant to the President for Trade and
Manufacturing Policy Peter Navarro. The trip
was followed shortly thereafter by a phone call
between President Trump and President Xi. Just
before the call, Trump tweeted with confidence
that a “primary [topic] will be Trade, where
good things will happen.” He echoed this
assurance in a May 13 tweet, saying “be cool, it
will all work out!”

Negotiations moved to Washington in mid-May
as Vice Premier He met a series of senior US
officials as well as President Trump. The US
reportedly presented a list of more than 140
specific demands, including longstanding
requests such as approval of applications by
Mastercard and Visa to enter China’s domestic
payments market. Chinese officials were unable
to nail down a deal that they could be confident
would stick and satisfy Trump. The talks ended
with no signs of progress.

Later that month, however, Trump claimed that
a potential deal was “moving along nicely.”
Secretary Ross traveled to Beijing in early June
to continue the conversation, though the Trump
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administration’s threat of further tariffs on
Chinese technology exports on the eve of the
visit soured the atmosphere and signaled that an
agreement was unlikely. Trade was touched on
but was not the only issue discussed when
Secretary Pompeo and State Counselor and
Foreign Minister Wang Yi met in Beijing on June
14. Pompeo concluded the talks were “good and
constructive” while still emphasizing that the
“[US trade] deficit with China is still too high.”
The following day marked the temporary
suspension of negotiations as tariffs were
formally announced.
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Figure 1Secretary Pompeo Meets With Chinese Presid
Jinping in Beijing. Photo: US Department of State

While negotiating a fair trade relationship is the
overarching US goal, there are competing
visions within the Trump administration of
what that might look like in reality. Ambassador
Lighthizer, as evidenced by his March report on
findings from the Section 301 investigation,
prioritizes eliminating Chinese practices that

his report described as “unfair,”
“discriminatory,” “unreasonable,” and
“unauthorized intrusions.” In contrast,

Secretary Ross appears focused on reducing the
US-China bilateral trade deficit by increasing
exports to China. Navarro’s policy prescriptions
are unclear but aim to defend the United States
from what he calls China’s “economic
aggression.” Navarro published a report in mid-
June that listed more than 50 types of Chinese
policies which accused China of seeking to
“access the crown jewels of American
technology and intellectual property.”

President Trump offered support for all these
approaches. Via tweets and speeches at rallies,
Trump frequently condemned China’s unfair
trading practices. Back in August 2017, he
ordered the Section 301 investigation while
simultaneously voicing frequent support on
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Twitter for the US to cut trade deficits with
many countries.

The initial tariffs set the stage for a summer of
harsh rhetoric, mutual retaliatory actions, and a
stalemate in the US-China trade relationship.
On June 16, Chinese Ministry of Commerce
spokesperson Gao Feng accused the US of
“capriciously initiat[ing] the trade war” that
both sides once seemed desperate to avoid. In a
separate press release, he announced that
“[China] will impose tariffs with the same size
and force and all the trade and economic
achievements reached by [China and the US] will
be invalid at the same time.” The US responded
in a press release by Ambassador Lighthizer
announcing that the president ordered 10
percent tariffs on an additional $200 billion of
Chinese goods due to “China’s retaliation and
failure to change its practices.” By Aug. 1, this
threat escalated from 10 percent to a proposed
25 percent tariff level. In direct response, China
quickly threatened to tax an additional $60
billion of US imports including aircrafts and
liquefied natural gas.

While many observers criticized what was
quickly evolving into a full-blown trade war,
President Trump voiced a different perspective
on Twitter on Aug. 4, exclaiming: “Tariffs are
working far better than anyone ever anticipated.
China market has dropped 27% in last 4 months,
and they are talking to us. Our market is
stronger than ever, and will go up dramatically
when these horrible Trade Deals are successfully
renegotiated.”

Trade negotiations resumed in Washington DC
on Aug. 22-23 between US Treasury
Undersecretary Davis Malpass and Vice
Commerce Minister Wang Shouwen, but offered
little hope for a truce. President Trump prefaced
the meeting by telling the media that he did not
“anticipate much” to come from it. As the
meeting concluded, matching 25 percent tariffs
on an additional $16 billion of each other’s
imports went into effect. On Aug. 27, Trump
seemed unconcerned by the lack of progress,
telling reporters: “It’s not the right time to talk,
but eventually I'm sure that we’ll be able to
work out a deal with China.”

Beijing’s unwillingness to make concessions
persuaded Trump that the US had not vyet
inflicted enough pain on Beijing. On August 30
Bloomberg reported that the administration was
preparing to proceed with tariffs on $200 billion
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in Chinese imports at the end of the public-
comment period in early September. Asked to
comment on the veracity of the report, Trump
told Bloomberg News in an interview that it was
“not totally wrong.”

Throughout the summer, intense debates raged
in Beijing about the Trump administration’s
intentions toward China. A minority group
believed that the US sought a trade deal that
would level the playing field. The majority group
maintained that the trade demands were part of
a larger strategy to thwart China’s rise. On Aug.
28, a commentary in the Chinese Communist
Party’s mouthpiece People’s Daily suggested that
the debate was over, and a judgment had been
reached in favor of the majority view. The
commentary’s author, Long Guogqiang, vice-
president of the State Council’s Development
Research Center wrote that “The trade war is not
just a measure for the US to gain more economic
benefits, it is also an important strategy to
contain China.” Long called for “strategic
confidence” and strategic patience” in the face
of mounting pressure from Washington.

The resuscitation of ZTE

After the US Department of Commerce’s seven-
year ban on Chinese smartphone and
telecommunications manufacturer ZTE, which
would block the company from purchasing
crucial materials for its products from the US
and effectively shutter its operations, President
Trump intervened, apparently following a
request from President Xi Jinping. Trump
announced on Twitter that supported finding a
solution for ZTE, lamenting the likely impact of
“too many jobs in China lost.” Secretary Ross
was specifically instructed to “get it done,”
though Trump appeared to take the lead on
finding a compromise as part of what he
described as a “larger trade deal [the US is]
negotiating with China and my personal
relationship with President Xi.”

The decision was harshly criticized by members
of the US Senate Banking Committee. They
quickly passed an amendment with a 23-2 vote
to stop President Trump from removing
sanctions from ZTE without verifying to
Congress that ZTE was in full compliance with
US laws (the initial ban was the result of
revelations that ZTE lied to US investigators
about its business with Iran and North Korea).
Upholding the ban on ZTE found support across
the aisle in Congress in a rare display of
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bipartisanship, with both Democrats and
Republicans cautioning that bailing out ZTE
would signify an unacceptably soft approach to
China. President Trump pushed back, asserting
that the ZTE rescue came with intense scrutiny
including “high-level security guarantees,
change of management and board” and other
stipulations.

On June 7, Secretary Ross announced a
settlement with ZTE for $1.4 billion to clear it
from the Department of Commerce’s Bureau of
Industry and Security (BIS) Denied Persons List.
The settlement marked the “most severe
penalty BIS has ever imposed on a company.”
The removal of the ban on ZTE was conditional
and could be overturned if the company is found
to be in violation of US laws. The decision
seemed designed to ward off Congressional
action.

As the US and China began implementing tit-
for-tat tariffs, the ban on ZTE was quietly lifted
on July 13 after the company paid the penalty
and agreed to close monitoring of their
activities. Congress redirected its efforts toward
the National Defense Authorization Act, which
sought to limit Chinese influence, investment,
and initiatives in the US in other ways.

Observers expected that Trump’s goodwill
gesture to save ZTE would be reciprocated by
President Xi in the form of paving the way for a
merger between Qualcomm and Netherlands-
based NXP. However, the deal fell through when
Chinese regulatory approval failed to
materialize. Some experts speculated that US-
China trade tensions made it impossible for Xi
to give a green light to the acquisition.

CFIUS expands its domain

The Foreign Investment Risk Review
Modernization Act of 2018 (FIRRMA), a bill
designed to reform the Committee on Foreign
Investment in the United States (CFIUS), was
passed into law on Aug. 13 as part of the NDAA.
The act, originally introduced as a separate bill
in 2017, allows CFIUS to increase its scrutiny of
foreign investments, with its goal being “to
address growing national security concerns over
foreign exploitation of certain investment
structures which traditionally have fallen
outside of CFIUS jurisdiction.” While FIRRMA
does not specifically name China, there was
little doubt that the act was specifically aimed to
combat China’s use of US intellectual property
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and scrutinize Chinese investments in the US in
particular.

As FIRRMA made its way through Congress, the
White House documented its own concerns
about Chinese investments. In June, the White
House Office of Trade and Manufacturing Policy
headed by Peter Navarro, published a damning
report on China’s economic policy and
motivations titled “How China’s Economic
Aggression Threatens the Technologies and
Intellectual Property of the United States and
the World.” The report pointedly accused China
of “direct[ing] and unfairly facilitat[ing] the
systematic investment in, and acquisition of, US
companies and assets by Chinese companies.”
Such economic aggression, as stated in FIRRMA,
plainly warranted a new and improved CFIUS
structure that could shut down China’s harmful
investment practices. The Chinese Ministry of
Commerce coolly commented that they had
“noticed” the plan to tighten investment and
were monitoring the issue, but did not take
concrete actions in response.

In July House Permanent Select Committee on
Intelligence Chairman Devin Nunes called on
Congress to “give CFIUS the ability to ensure
China is not posing a national security risk
through acquisition of sensitive US assets.” The
bill passed through the House and Senate just
days later with broad bipartisan support.

New developments affect US-China cooperation
on North Korea

As the US-China trade war went into high gear,
US-China cooperation on North Korea faltered.
In early May, Xi Jinping met North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un for the second time in two
months, this time in Dalian. Soon after their
talks, preparations for Trump’s summit with
Kim hit a speed bump, and the US president
pinned blame on Xi. In remarks to the press
alongside South Korean President Moon Jae-in
on May 22, Trump voiced his frustration: “I will
say I’m a little disappointed, because when Kim
Jong Un had the meeting with President Xi in
China . . . I think there was a little change in
attitude from Kim Jong Un. So I don’t like that. I
don’t like that from the standpoint of China,”
Trump said. He also expressed irritation that the
China-North Korea border had “been opened up
a little bit lately,” implying that Beijing was
backing off its commitment to implement UN
sanctions.
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It is possible that Trump’s suspicion that Xi’s
conversations with Kim Jong Un resulted in
shifts in both North Korean and Chinese policies
was correct. Kim’s decision in April to
unilaterally suspend nuclear and missile tests,
without demanding a concomitant suspension
of US-ROK military exercises likely miffed the
Chinese, who have long pushed for a “dual
freeze.” Cutting back on US-South Korean
military drills, along with driving a wedge in the
alliance and weakening US military presence on
the Peninsula, have been longstanding Chinese
goals. Just weeks after the Dalian summit, Kim
called for a halt to US-ROK military drills.
According to at least one source, Kim issued the
demand after being prodded to do so personally
by Xi Jinping.

In the wake of the second Xi-Kim summit, there
were also numerous reports suggesting that
China was easing up on sanctions enforcement
along the porous China-North Korea border. For
example, a Nikkei Asian Review article cited
greater availability of banned seafood from
North Korea in Chinese markets, the reopening
of two North Korean restaurants in Dandong,
and more North Korean workers successfully
using workarounds to get jobs as evidence that
Beijing wasn’t clamping down as tightly.

Trump signaled his dissatisfaction with China’s
more relaxed sanctions enforcement in a tweet
on May 21: “China must continue to be strong &
tight on the Border of North Korea until a deal is
made. The word is that recently the Border has
become much more porous and more has been
filtering in. I want this to happen, and North
Korea to be VERY successful, but only after
signing!”

Immediately following his summit with Kim,
Trump seemed less bothered by China’s alleged
sanctions violations. At his press conference in
Singapore, Trump said that Xi Jinping had
closed the border, but noted “maybe a little less

. . over the last couple of months, but that’s
okay.” That statement was at odds with US
policy, however, as demonstrated a week later
during Secretary of State Pompeo’s visit to
China to provide a readout of the summit and to
discuss other issues in US-China relations.
Pompeo insisted that Xi reaffirmed China’s
commitment to honoring UN sanctions on North
Korea and agreed that the sanctions should
remain in place until denuclearization is
completed.
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Increasingly greater divergence between the US
and China on policy toward North Korea was
further evidenced in July when Beijing and
Moscow blocked US efforts to punish North
Korea for smuggling in refined petroleum
products in violation of UN sanctions and take
action to prevent illicit ship-to-ship transfers.
The Russians and Chinese asked for more time
to review the US charges, effectively delaying
the US request for six months. A joint effort by
Pompeo and US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley to persuade China and
Russia failed. After meetings in New York, Haley
told the press that “We put pressure today on
China and Russia to abide and be good helpers
through this situation and to help us continue
with denuclearization.”

China collaborated with Russia again on Aug. 9
to block a US request to add a Russian bank, a
North Korean official, and two entities to a UN
sanctions blacklist. One of the companies was
China-based Dandong Zhongsheng Industry
and Trade Company Ltd, which the US Treasury
Department claimed is a front company.

In mid-August, the Trump administration
sanctioned both Chinese and Russian firms for
their alleged role in facilitating illicit trade with
North Kora in violation of international
sanctions. The US Treasury charged China-
based Dalian Sun Moon Star International
Logistics Trading and its Singapore-based
affiliate, SINSMS, with falsifying shipping
documents to enable illicit shipments of alcohol,
tobacco, and cigarette-related products to North
Korea. “Treasury will continue to implement
existing sanctions on North Korea, and will take
action to block and designate companies, ports,
and vessels that facilitate illicit shipments and
provide revenue streams to the DPRK,” Treasury
Secretary Steven Mnuchin said in a statement,
adding that “Consequences for violating these
sanctions will remain in place until we have
achieved the final, fully verified
denuclearization of North Korea.”

On the eve of Secretary of State Pompeo’s
departure for negotiations in Pyongyang on Aug.
24, President Trump suddenly canceled the trip,
announcing his decision on Twitter. Pinning
blame again on Beijing, Trump tweeted that
“because of our much tougher Trading stance
with China, I do not believe they are helping
with the process of denuclearization as they
once were (despite the UN Sanctions which are
in place)...” In a follow-on tweet, Trump linked
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the resumption of US-North Korea negotiations
with US-China trade talks, saying that Pompeo
would travel to North Korea “in the near future,
most likely after our Trading relationship with
China is resolved.”

A solution of the US-China trade dispute seemed
very far off, however, leaving observers to
wonder what President Trump meant.
Meanwhile, China’s Foreign Ministry
spokesperson denied that China’s policy toward
the nuclear issue on the Korean Peninsula had
changed. Without naming Trump, he charged
that the US accusations were “irresponsible”
and “contrary to basic facts.”

Mattis focuses on talks during visit to Beijing

In late June, Secretary of Defense Mattis visited
Beijing for two days on the first stop of an Asia
tour that also included South Korea and Japan.
Although US-China military ties have been
stable and made some achievements in recent
years, this was the first visit to China by a US
defense secretary since 2014. On the eve of his
departure from Washington, Mattis told
reporters that he planned to “do a lot of
listening” on the trip and would try to avoid
“poisoning the well.”

Mattis’ trip took place less than a month after
he delivered a speech at the annual Shangri-La
Dialogue in Singapore that criticized China’s
militarization of the South China Sea, but also
declared US willingness “to support China’s
choices if they promote long-term peace and
prosperity for all this dynamic region.”

During his visit to China, Mattis focused on
dialogue, opting to skip visits to Chinese
military installations, unlike most of his
predecessors. While in Beijing, Mattis met
President Xi Jinping, Central Military
Commission Vice Chairman Xu Qjliang, Minister
of Defense Wei Fenghe, and State Councilor
Yang Jiechi.

According to China’s Defense Ministry
spokesperson, Mattis’ visit “achieved positive,
constructive, results,” including the reaching of
an “important consensus” on promoting
mutual understanding between their militaries,
deepening  practical cooperation, and
controlling risks. The Pentagon’s readout said
that Mattis and Gen. Wei “openly and candidly”
discussed a broad range of issues important to
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the US-China relationship.” Those issues
included Korea, Taiwan, and maritime security.

The South China Sea featured prominently in
Mattis’ discussion with Xi. Apparently, the US
defense secretary maintained that China’s
deployment of weapons on artificial islands in
the Spratlys was contrary to President Xi’s
statement alongside President Obama in the
White House Rose Garden that he had no
intention to militarize the islands. Xi countered
that China’s stance on sovereignty and
territorial integrity is “steadfast . . . any inch of
territory passed down from ancestors cannot be
lost while we want nothing from others.”

Both Xi and Mattis had positive messages as
well. “I’'m here to keep our relationship on the
right trajectory,” Mattis told Xi. Xinhua also
reported the US defense secretary saying that
“the United States is willing to strengthen
strategic communication, expand mutually-
beneficial cooperation, manage and control
differences and risks, and prevent conflicts and
confrontations, so as to enable military relations
to be a constructive factor in promoting the
development of bilateral ties.” Xi said he “hoped
the two  militaries will  strengthen
communication, increase mutual trust, deepen
cooperation, manage and control risks and
promote military ties to be a stabilizer of
bilateral relations.”

Mattis’ interlocutors pressed him about the
meaning of the label “strategic competitor” and
the intentions behind the Trump
administration’s National Security Strategy and
National Defense Strategy. Acknowledging the
competitive aspects of the bilateral relationship,
Mattis said that “competitor” is not the same as
“adversary,” and insisted that the US continues
to seek areas of potential cooperation. The
Chinese side also raised Taiwan, objecting to US
moves to strengthen ties with Taiwan, including
the Taiwan Travel Act (TTA), which calls for
higher-level exchanges between officials from
Washington and Taipei. The TTA was signed
into law by President Trump on March 17. In
what was likely a signal of US dissatisfaction
with Beijing’s growing military and political
pressure on Taiwan, two US Navy ships
transited the Taiwan Strait one week after
Mattis wrapped up his talks in Beijing.

Wei Fenghe accepted Mattis’ invitation to pay a

reciprocal visit to the United States, possibly
later this year. The tentative plan is to convene
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a round of the US-China Diplomatic and Security
Dialogue in the fall, which would include Mattis,
Wei, Yang Jiechi, and Secretary Pompeo.

Figure 2U.S. Secretary of Defense James N. Mattis meets
with China's Minister of Defense Gen. Wei Fenghe at the
People's Liberation Army's Bayi Building in Beijing, China, on
June 28, 2018. Photo: US Department of Defense

Speaking at the Heritage Foundation on July 18,
Assistant Secretary of Defense Randy Schriver
described the results of the Pentagon’s policy
review of the US-China military relationship. In
addition to examining bilateral activities to
ensure that they are permissible under the 2019
National Defense Authorization Act, which bars
cooperation in 12 areas, the Department of
Defense (DoD) has assessed whether exchanges
are advancing US interests and objectives. As a
result, Schriver noted, the US has “skinnied
down” slightly areas that the US military is
working with China.

In mid-August, the DoD released its annual
report to Congress on “Military and Security
Developments Involving the People’s Republic
of China 2018.” The report described DoD’s
contacts with the PLA as focused on three
objectives in 2017: (1) building sustained and
substantive dialogue through policy dialogues
and senior leader engagements; (2) promoting
risk reduction and risk management efforts that
diminish the potential for misunderstanding or
miscalculation; and (3) building concrete,
practical cooperation when possible.

FY19 NDAA and China

On Aug. 13, President Trump signed into law the
$717 billion annual defense policy bill, the FY19
National Defense Authorization Act. The law
contains many provisions that pertain to China.
Endorsing the Trump administration’s labeling
of China as a strategic competitor, the NDAA
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requires the president to develop a whole-of-
government strategy toward China, including
how to respond to China’s influence operations,
cyber activities, Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
and use of economic tools to gain access to
sensitive US industries. The NDAA also bans the
US government from contracting with ZTE and
Huawei, or companies that do business with
them. It prohibits the use of DoD funds for
Chinese language programs at universities.

The NDAA forbids China’s participation in the
Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) naval exercise until
China 1) ceases all land reclamation in the South
China Sea; 2) establishes a four-year track
record of taking actions toward stabilizing the
region; and 3) removes all weapons from its
military outposts in the Spratlys and the
Paracels. The law allows the secretary of defense
to waive those requirements in the interests of
national security, which is probably the only
circumstance in which China could be invited
back to the exercises in the foreseeable future.
The NDAA also requires the Pentagon to submit
reports to Congress and the public on any new
Chinese reclamation or militarization, or the
assertion by China of any new claims in the
South China Sea.

=T e v , RS
Figure 3Flanked by troops from the Army's 10th Mountain
Division at Fort Drum, N.Y., President Donald Trump signed
the fiscal 2019 National Defense Authorization Act. Photo:
Associated Press

Congress also added requirements for new
sections in the Pentagon’s annual report on
military and security developments involving
the PRC. The new sections include assessments
of: 1) China-Russia relations with respect to
security and military matters; 2) Chinese efforts
to influence media, cultural institutions,
business and academic and policy communities
of the US to be more favorable to China; 3)
connections  between Chinese overseas
investments and China’s security and military
strategy objectives; and 4) Chinese efforts to use
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various nonmilitary tools in other countries to
support their security and military objectives.

China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson
criticized the NDAA, saying China was strongly
dissatisfied that the bill passed despite strong
Chinese opposition. He urged the US to discard
its “Cold War” and “zero-sum” mentality, and
refrain from implementing the negative China-
related provisions, “lest it should undermine
China-US relations and cooperation in key areas
between the two countries. The spokesperson
also voiced objections to the law’s provisions
regarding Taiwan, which include assessments of
ways to enhance Taiwan’s self-defense
capability, and a DoD plan to expand senior
military-to-military engagement and joint
training by the US Armed Forces with Taiwan’s
military.

China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) and
Ministry of National Defense (MND) also
condemned the NDAA. The TAO spokesman said
that China “resolutely opposes any form of
official or military contact between the United
States and Taiwan, including US arms sales to
Taiwan.” The MND spokesman also highlighted
China’s objections to the Taiwan-related
portions of the NDAA, saying that they
interfered with China’s internal affairs. He also
maintained that the China-related portions of
the NDAA “advocate confrontation between the
two countries.”

US pushes back against China’s bullying of
Taiwan

On April 25, the Civil Aviation Administration of
China sent a letter to 44 foreign air carriers
demanding that they follow Chinese law and
remove all references to Taiwan, Hong Kong,
and Macau as countries independent from China
from their websites and promotional material.
The letter set a deadline for making changes and
threatened punishment for noncompliance.
Incensed by China’s demands, the Trump White
House issued a statement calling the ultimatum
“Orwellian nonsense” that is “part of a growing
trend by the Chinese Communist Party to
impose its political views on American citizens
and private companies.” US officials began
consultations with the US airlines affected to
find a solution that would avert a negative
impact on their business, while not caving in to
Chinese demands.
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In late May, the US State Department requested
consultations with China on the issue, but
Beijing refused. Asked about China’s
unwillingness to talk to the US about the matter,
Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Lu Kang
told a daily news briefing that foreign
companies operating in China must respect
China’s laws as well as the country’s
sovereignty and territorial integrity. As the final
July 25 deadline neared, a State Department
official said that US airlines should not be forced
to comply with China’s requirements. But the
four US airlines affected by China’s demands -
United Airlines, American Airlines, Delta
Airlines, and Hawaiian Airlines — are all private
companies and the final decision on how to
respond was left up to them.

To avoid adverse repercussions, US carriers
opted to adjust their websites, although unlike
most other international airlines, none of them
adopted the nomenclature “Taiwan, China.”
The changes made by the four US carriers were
not consistent, but each tried to implement a
solution that would be tolerated by Beijing. In
some cases, airlines removed references to
Taiwan, listing Taipei as a destination city but
not associating it with China. United Airlines
opted to use currency to denote China, Taiwan,
and Hong Kong on its website. It wasn’t clear
whether China would take punitive actions.
China’s Foreign Ministry  spokesperson
refrained from criticizing the steps taken by US
airlines as falling short of Beijing’s demands.
Instead, the spokesperson said that “No one can
step away from the basic principle of one China,
no matter how hard they try to be flexible.”

Tensions flared again on an issue related to
Taiwan in late August. On the heels of a trip by
Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen to Paraguay
and Belize, which included transits through Los
Angeles and Houston, El Salvador announced
that it intended to break diplomatic ties with the
Republic of China (Taiwan) and establish
diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic
of China. It marked the third time Beijing had
poached a diplomatic ally from Taiwan in 18
months. The move left Taipei with only 17
official  diplomatic  partners. @The US
representative office in Taipei, the American
Institute in Taiwan, condemned the action as a
unilateral effort by Beijing to alter the status
quo, which it maintained is harmful to regional
stability. Using unusually harsh language, the
Trump White House called out China both for
destabilizing the cross-strait relationship and
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for politically interfering in the Western
Hemisphere. The statement warned that
“China’s economic inducements facilitate
economic dependence and domination, not
partnership.”

Bleak prospects for near-term progress

The US-China trade dispute is likely to remain
stalemated for many months to come, at least
until after the US mid-term elections. The
prevailing view in China that the US is not
simply seeking a fair trade deal but is
attempting to thwart China’s reemergence as a
great power makes it highly unlikely that
concessions will be tabled by Beijing. President
Trump appears to be patient, anticipating that
China will eventually cave in once tariffs take
their toll. In an interview with Reuters on the eve
of the August trade talks, Trump indicated that
resolving the dispute would “take time because
China’s done too well for too long, and they’ve
become spoiled.”

Friction is also likely to grow in other areas of
the bilateral relationship as the US confronts
China on Taiwan, the South China Sea, China’s
BRI predatory development financing, and
Beijing’s alleged uptick in assistance to North
Korea. Unlike Trump’s approach to Iran, Russia,
and his treatment of US allies, his China policy
has widespread bipartisan support in Congress.
A face-to-face meeting could break the logjam,
but no meeting is scheduled between Presidents
Trump and Xi until the end of November at the
G20 Summit in Argentina.
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CHRONOLOGY OF US-CHINA RELATIONS
MAY - AUGUST 2018

May 1, 2018: In an interview with CNBC,
Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross claims the US-
China trade deficit is “inspired by evil
practices.”

May 1, 2018: President Donald Trump tweets
“Delegation heading to China to begin talks on
the Massive Trade Deficit that has been created
with our Country. Very much like North Korea,
this should have been fixed years ago, not now.
Same with other countries and NAFTA ... but it
will all get done. Great Potential for USA!”

May 2, 2018: President Trump tweets “Our great
financial team is in China trying to negotiate a
level playing field on trade! I look forward to
being with President Xi in the not too distant
future. We will always have a good (great)
relationship!”

May 3, 2018: The Pentagon files a complaint and
claims that two US pilots had been injured by
Chinese military-grade laser pointers at the US
base in Djibouti.

May 3-4, 2018: A delegation of senior US
economic advisers travels to Beijing and meets
President Xi Jinping and Vice President Wang
Qishan.

May 4, 2018: President Trump tweets “Our high
level delegation is on the way back from China
where they had long meetings with Chinese
leaders and business representatives. We will be
meeting tomorrow to determine the results, but
it is hard for China in that they have become
very spoiled with U.S. trade wins!”

May 4, 2018: In a conference call to reporters,
Deputy Assistant Defense Secretary for South
and Southeast Asia Joe Felter states concern
regarding  “China’s predatory economic
activities” in the Indian Ocean and insists their
activities are not “consistent with the interests
of those individual states.”

May 5, 2018: State Councilor Yang Jiechi talks by

phone with Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and
discusses bilateral US-China trade relations.
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May 5, 2018: In a statement, the US press
secretary criticizes China’s demand that foreign
air carriers change the way they refer to
“Taiwan,” “Hong Kong,” and “Macao” on their
websites, calling it “Orwellian nonsense.”

May 8, 2018: President Trump tweets “I will be
speaking to my friend, President Xi of China,
this morning at 8:30. The primary topics will be
Trade, where good things will happen, and
North Korea, where relationships and trust are
building.”

May 8, 2018: President Trump talks by phone
with  President Xi to discuss recent
developments on the Korean Peninsula and Xi’s
meeting with Kim Jong Un.

May 13, 2018: President Trump tweets
“President Xi of China, and I, are working
together to give massive Chinese phone
company, ZTE, a way to get back into business,
fast. Too many jobs in China lost. Commerce
Department has been instructed to get it done!”

May 13, 2018: President Trump tweets “China
and the United States are working well together
on trade, but past negotiations have been so one
sided in favor of China, for so many years, that
it is hard for them to make a deal that benefits
both countries. But be cool, it will all work out!”

May 13, 2018: President Trump asks Commerce
Secretary Ross to revisit US restrictions placed
on Chinese company ZTE, calling the limits “an
issue of high concern for China.”

May 14, 2018: President Trump tweets “ZTE, the
large Chinese phone company, buys a big
percentage of individual parts from US
companies. This is also reflective of the larger
trade deal we are negotiating with China and my
personal relationship with President Xi.”

May 14, 2018: Acting Assistant Secretary of State
for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Susan
Thornton  visits Beijing for bilateral
consultations with Chinese officials.
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May 15-19, 2018: Chinese trade delegation led
by Chinese Vice Premier Liu He visits
Washington for consultations with US
counterparts. He meets President Trump.

May 15, 2018: President Trump tweets “Trade
negotiations are continuing with China. They
have been making hundreds of billions of dollars
a year from the U.S., for many years. Stay
tuned!”

May 16, 2018: President Trump tweets “The
Washington Post and CNN have typically written
false stories about our trade negotiations with
China. Nothing has happened with ZTE except
as it pertains to the larger trade deal. Our
country has been losing hundreds of billions of
dollars a year with China...We have not seen
China’s demands yet, which should be few in
that previous U.S. Administrations have done so
poorly in negotiating. China has seen our
demands. There has been no folding as the
media would love people to believe, the
meetings...haven’t even started yet! The U.S. has
very little to give, because it has given so much
over the years. China has much to give!”

May 17, 2018: House Intelligence Committee
holds a hearing on “China’s Worldwide Military
Expansion.”

May 18, 2018: China ends its anti-dumping
investigation into US imports of sorghum,
calling it an act of goodwill.

May 21, 2018: President Trump tweets “I ask
Senator Chuck Schumer, why didn’t President
Obama & the Democrats do something about
Trade with China, including Theft of Intellectual
Property etc.? They did NOTHING! With that
being said, Chuck & I have long agreed on this
issue! Fair Trade, plus, with China will happen!”

May 21, 2018: President Trump tweets “China
has agreed to buy massive amounts of
ADDITIONAL Farm/Agricultural Products -
would be one of the best things to happen to our
farmers in many years!”

May 21, 2018: President Trump tweets “On

China, Barriers and Tariffs to come down for
first time.”
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May 21, 2018: President Trump tweets “China
must continue to be strong & tight on the Border
of North Korea until a deal is made. The word is
that recently the Border has become much more
porous and more has been filtering in. I want
this to happen, and North Korea to be VERY
successful, but only after signing!”

May 21, 2018: President Trump tweets “Under
our potential deal with China, they will purchase
from our Great American Farmers practically as
much as our Farmers can produce.”

May 22, 2018: Senate Banking Committee
approves an amendment with a 23-2 vote that
would block President Trump from easing
sanctions on ZTE without first certifying to
Congress the company is complying with US
law.

May 22, 2018: President Trump puts blame on
Xi Jinping for the delay or cancellation of his
summit with Kim Jong Un, saying “I will say I'm
a little disappointed, because when Kim Jong Un
had the meeting with President Xi in China. . .I
think there was a little change in attitude from
Kim Jong Un. So I don’t like that.”

May 23, 2018: President Trump tweets “Our
Trade Deal with China is moving along nicely,
but in the end we will probably have to use a
different structure in that this will be too hard
to get done and to verify results after
completion.”

May 23, 2018: United States launches a national
security investigation under Section 232 of the
Trade Expansion Act of 1962 on whether vehicle
and parts imports threaten the US industry’s
health and ability to research and develop new
advanced technologies.

May 23, 2018: In response to China’s continued
militarization of islands in the South China Sea,
the Pentagon disinvites the PLA Navy from the
2018 Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) exercise.

May 23, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo and
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi meet and
discuss cooperation on North Korea, the
militarization of the South China Sea, and US-
China bilateral relations and trade.

May 23, 2018: House Foreign Affairs
Subcommittee on Europe, Eurasia, and
Emerging Threats holds a hearing on “Chinese
Investment and Influence in Europe.”
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May 27, 2018: Two US Navy destroyers, the USS
Higgins and the USS Antietam, conduct a freedom
of navigation operation (FONOP) near Tree,
Lincoln, Triton, and Woody Islands in the
Paracels.

June 1, 2018: Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis
criticizes China’s militarization in the South
China Sea and accuses China of “intimidation
and coercion” in his remarks at the plenary
session of the 2018 Shangri-La Dialogue in
Singapore.

June 2, 2018: Secretary of Commerce Ross meets
Vice Premier Liu He in Beijing to discuss China’s
willingness to buy US exports. The meeting
follows US threats of raised tariffs toward
exports from China.

June 3, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo releases
annual remarks commemorating the 29%
Anniversary of Tiananmen Square, urging China
to make a “full public accounting” of the
demonstrators killed.

June 4, 2018: President Trump tweets “Farmers
have not been doing well for 15 years. Mexico,
Canada, China and others have treated them
unfairly. By the time I finish trade talks, that
will change. Big trade barriers against U.S.
farmers, and other businesses, will finally be
broken. Massive trade deficits no longer!”

June 7, 2018: Secretary of Commerce Ross
announces a $1.4 billion settlement with ZTE
Corporation, which also requires ZTE to undergo
monitoring by the US Commerce Department’s
Bureau of Industry and Security.

June 12, 2018: US Department of Commerce
launches an investigation into steel propane
tank imports from China to determine whether
China illegally dumps the tanks in US markets
and if Chinese tank producers receive unfair
state subsidies.

June 13-16, 2018: Vice Chairman of the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress
Wang Chen visits the US. He discusses US-China
ties with congressional members, including
Speaker of the House Paul Ryan and House
Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi.
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June 14, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo meets
President Xi, Politburo Member Yang Jiechi, and
Foreign Minister and State Councilor Wang Yi in
Beijing. In a press availability, Pompeo states
that the US wants a “constructive relationship”
with China.

June 14, 2018: Chief of Naval Operations Adm.
John Richardson has a video teleconference
(VTC) with Vice Adm. Shen Jinlong, People's
Liberation Army (Navy) Commander. They
exchange views on Navy-to-Navy and bilateral
military relations.

June 15, 2018: Trump administration announces
plans to impose a 25 percent tariff on $50 billion
worth of Chinese goods that are considered
“industrially significant technologies” in
response to concerns about US intellectual
property rights.

June 15, 2018: China’s Ministry of Commerce
announces that China will impose tariffs on $34
billion of US goods, including soybeans and
other agricultural products.

June 15, 2018: Secretary of Defense Mattis
compares China’s “One Belt, One Road” to the
Ming Dynasty in his remarks at the US Naval
War College commencement, stating that China
is “demanding other nations become tribute
states, kowtowing to Beijing” and “attempting
to replicate on the international stage their
authoritarian domestic model.”

June 18, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo
criticizes China’s economic expansion in his
remarks at the Detroit Economic Club, calling
China’s push for globalization a “joke.”

June 21, 2018: Ministry of Commerce
spokesperson Gao Feng, in a regular press
briefing in Beijing, remarks that the US has been
“capricious” and is responsible for provoking a
trade war. He states, “The US is accustomed to
holding 'big sticks' for negotiations, but this
approach does not apply to China.”

June 27-28, 2018: Secretary of Defense Mattis
visits Beijing and meets separately with
President Xi, Defense Minister Gen. Wei Fenghe,
Central Military Commission Vice Chairman
General Xu Qiliang, and State Councilor Yang
Jiechi.
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June 28, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo makes
a phone call to Chinese State Councilor and
Foreign Minister Wang Yi to discuss
denuclearization in North Korea.

July 3, 2018: US Department of Commerce
announces an affirmative preliminary anti-
dumping duty determination on imports of
sodium gluconate and gluconic acid from China.

July 6, 2018: Chinese Ministry of Commerce
spokesperson issues a press release stating that
“[China] will impose tariffs with the same size
and force and all the trade and economic
achievements reached by the two sides [China
and the US] will be invalid at the same time.”

July 7-8, 2018: Two US Navy warships, the USS
Mustin  and USS Benfold guided-missile
destroyers, sail through the Taiwan Strait.

July 9, 2018: President Trump tweets “I have
confidence that Kim Jong Un will honor the
contract we signed &, even more importantly,
our handshake. We agreed to the
denuclearization of North Korea. China, on the
other hand, may be exerting negative pressure
on a deal because of our posture on Chinese
Trade-Hope Not!”

July 10, 2018: US Trade Representative Robert
Lighthizer states in a press release that “As a
result of China’s retaliation and failure to
change its practices, the President has ordered
USTR to begin the process of imposing tariffs of
10 percent on an additional $200 billion of
Chinese imports.”

July 11, 2018: US House of Representatives
Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Asia and the
Pacific and the Subcommittee on Terrorism,
Nonproliferation and Trade hold a joint hearing
titled, “China’s Predatory Trade and Investment
Strategy.”

July 12, 2018: US House of Representatives
passes the Matthew Young Pollard Intelligence
Authorization Act for Fiscal Years 2018 and 2019
(H.R. 6237), a bill that requires intelligence
personnel to brief Congress if an “adversary
foreign government,” including China, attempts
to meddle in US federal elections.

July 13, 2018: US Department of Commerce lifts
a ban that prevented US companies from selling
goods to  Chinese telecommunications
manufacturer ZTE Corporation.
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July 16, 2018: In an interview with Reuters in
Johannesburg, OPIC CEO Ray Washburne warns
that China’s Belt and Road strategy is creating a
debt trap for many poor nations.

July 16, 2018: United States launches a case
against China, as well as four other cases against
the EU, Canada, Turkey, and Mexico, formally
challenging tariffs that those countries imposed
on more than $20 billion worth of US exports in
retaliation for US duties on China’s steel and
aluminum exports to the US.

July 18, 2018: Director of the National Economic
Council Larry Kudlow, in remarks about a
proposed US-China trade deal, states, “I don’t
think President Xi at the moment has any
intention of following through on the
discussions we made, and I think [Trump] is so
dissatisfied with China on these so-called talks
that he is keeping the pressure on, and I support
that.”

July 18, 2018: At the Aspen Security Forum in
Colorado, FBI Director Christopher Wray
remarks, “I  think China, from a
counterintelligence perspective, represents the
broadest, most challenging, most significant
threat we face as a country.”

July 18, 2018: Director General of the
Department of Treaty and Law of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs Xu Hong and Department of
State Legal Advisor Jennifer Gillian Newstead
conduct the Annual Consultation to discuss the
Belt and Road Initiative, the United Nations,
maritime law, the international cyberspace law,
humanitarian law, and the law on consular
relations.

July 19, 2018: Chinese Ambassador to the US Cui
Tiankai publishes an article in USA Today,
entitled “Trade War Against China is
Unjustified.”

July 19, 2018: Deputy Secretary of State John
Sullivan and Ambassador to the US Cui meet in
Washington, DC, to discuss bilateral and
regional issues.

July 19, 2018: US House of Representatives
Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence
holds a hearing titled, “China’s Threat to
American Government and Private Sector
Research and Innovation Leadership.”
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http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zzjg_663340/bmdyzs_664814/xwlb_664816/t1579301.shtml
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2018/07/18/china-trade-war-unjustified-unfair-donald-trump-tariff-column/792022002/
https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/07/284226.htm
https://intelligence.house.gov/calendar/eventsingle.aspx?EventID=904

July 20, 2018: President Trump tweets, “China,
the European Union and others have been
manipulating their currencies and interest rates
lower, while the U.S. is raising rates while the
dollars gets stronger and stronger with each
passing day - taking away our big competitive
edge. As usual, not a level playing field...”

July 21, 2018: At the Aspen Security Forum in
Colorado, Michael Collins, deputy assistant
director of the CIA's East Asia Mission Center,
says that China seeks to replace the US as the
dominant global power and is waging a Cold
War.

July 24, 2018: Senate Foreign Relations
Subcommittee on East Asia, the Pacific, and
International Cybersecurity Policy holds a
hearing titled, “The China Challenge, Part 1:
Economic Coercion as Statecraft.”

July 25, 2018: President Trump tweets: “China
is targeting our farmers, who they know I love &
respect, as a way of getting me to continue
allowing them to take advantage of the U.S. They
are being vicious in what will be their failed
attempt. We were being nice - until now! China
made $517 Billion on us last year.”

July 26, 2018: Foreign Ministry spokesperson in
response to Trump’s tweet that China’s tariffs
target US farmers, states, “The current situation
is entirely caused by the US side by pursuing
unilateralism and trade protectionism and
insisting on provoking trade wars against
China.”

July 26, 2018: Congressional-Executive
Commission on China holds a hearing titled,
“Surveillance,  Suppression, and  Mass
Detention: Xinjiang’s Human Rights Crisis.”

July 27, 2018: Undersecretary of Defense for
Acquisition and Sustainment Ellen Lord states
that the Pentagon has created a “do not buy” list
of software products from certain Chinese and
Russian companies.

July 26, 2018: Report by US National
Counterintelligence and Security Center states
that “China continues to steal intellectual
property and trade secrets from U.S. companies
for its own economic advancement and the
development of its military but ‘at lower
volumes’ since the two countries forged
an agreement in 2015.”
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July 31, 2018: At the PLA’s 91%* anniversary
reception in Washington, DC, Chinese
Ambassador to the US Cui Tiankai states, “[US-
China] competition should be healthy and
positive, aiming to improve ourselves, not to
replace the other side.”

Aug. 1, 2018: Congress passes legislation
authorizing $716 billion in total defense
spending for the coming fiscal year. It includes
provisions aimed at countering Chinese
activities in the South China Sea, its illicit
pursuit of cutting-edge US technology, and the
spread of Communist Party propaganda at
American institutions.

Aug. 1, 2018: President Trump directs US Trade
Representative Lighthizer to consider increasing
the proposed tariff level on $200 billion worth
of Chinese goods from 10 percent to 25 percent.

Aug. 1, 2018: US Department of Commerce
Bureau of Industry and Security publishes a
Federal Register notice, adding 44 Chinese
companies to the “Entity List” of the Export
Administration Regulations over concerns about
US national security.

Aug. 2, 2018: At a political rally in Wilkes-Barre,
Pennsylvania, President Trump  states,
“Pennsylvania lost 300,000 manufacturing jobs
and China joined the WTO. Right now, China is
not too happy with me. But I have great respect
for President Xi and I have great respect for
China. It's not their fault that our leaders were
stupid.”

Aug. 3, 2018: China says it will impose new
tariffs on $60 billion worth of imports from the
US, including aircraft and liquefied natural gas,
in response to Trump's threat to raise US tariffs
on Chinese goods on $200 billion worth of
Chinese exports to 25 percent.

Aug. 3, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo and
Foreign Minister Wang Yi meet on the sidelines
of the ASEAN Regional Forum in Singapore.

Aug. 3, 2018: US Department of the Treasury
announces sanctions on Chinese-owned
Dandong Zhongsheng Industry & Trade Co,
along with  Russian-owned  Agrosoyuz
Commercial Bank, Ltd., for handling
transactions for North Korea and violating UN
sanctions.
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https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1020287981020729344
https://www.cnn.com/2018/07/20/politics/china-cold-war-us-superpower-influence/index.html
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/hearings/the-china-challenge-part-1-economic-coercion-as-statecraft-072418
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1022079127799701504
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-07/26/c_137350180.htm
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/surveillance-suppression-and-mass-detention-xinjiang%E2%80%99s-human-rights-crisis
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-pentagon-software/pentagon-creating-software-do-not-buy-list-to-keep-out-russia-china-idUSKBN1KH1W2
https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/cyberscoop-media/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/26114025/2018ForeignEconomic-Espionage-Pub_FINAL.pdf
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-07/31/c_137359205.htm
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/08/02/the-717-billion-defense-policy-bill-just-made-its-way-to-trumps-desk.html
https://ustr.gov/about-us/policy-offices/press-office/press-releases/2018/august/statement-us-trade-representative
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/08/01/2018-16474/addition-of-certain-entities-and-modification-of-entry-on-the-entity-list
https://factba.se/transcript/donald-trump-speech-maga-wilkes-barre-pa-august-2-2018
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-08/03/c_137366633.htm
https://news.cgtn.com/news/3d3d414f79556a4d79457a6333566d54/share_p.html
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm454

Aug. 4, 2018: President Trump tweets, “Tariffs
are working far better than anyone ever
anticipated. China market has dropped 27% in
last 4months, and they are talking to us. Our
market is stronger than ever, and will go up
dramatically when these horrible Trade Deals
are successfully renegotiated.”

Aug. 4, 2018: President Trump tweets,
“....China, which is for the first time doing
poorly against us, is spending a fortune on ads
and P.R. trying to convince and scare our
politicians to fight me on Tariffs- because they
are really hurting their economy. Likewise other
countries. We are Winning, but must be strong!”

Aug. 8, 2018: President Trump tweets, “As long
as I campaign and/or support Senate and House
candidates (within reason), they will win! I
LOVE the people, & they certainly seem to like
the job I’'m doing. If I find the time, in between
China, Iran, the Economy and much more,
which I must, we will have a giant Red Wave!”

Aug. 8, 2018: US Navy P-8A Poseidon
reconnaissance plane flies over the Spratly
Islands and receives six radio warnings from the
Chinese military to “Leave immediately and
keep out to avoid any misunderstanding.”

Aug. 13, 2018: At the signing ceremony for the
FY 2019 National Defense Authorization Act,
President Trump states, “China even launched a
new military division to oversee its warfighting
programs in space. Just like the air, the land,
the sea, space has become a warfighting domain.
It is not enough to merely have an American
presence in space. We must have American
dominance in space.”

Aug. 15, 2018: Department of the Treasury
sanctions Chinese firm Dalian Sun Moon Star
International Logistics Trading Co., Ltd. and its
Singapore-based affiliate, SINSMS Pte. Ltd. for
illegal exports of alcohol, tobacco, and
cigarette-related products to North Korea.

Aug. 16, 2018: US Department of Defense
releases Annual Report to Congress, titled,
“Military and Security Developments involving
the People’s Republic of China.”
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Aug. 18, 2018: President Trump tweets, “All of
the fools that are so focused on looking only at
Russia should start also looking in another
direction, China. But in the end, if we are smart,
tough and well prepared, we will get along with
everyone!”

Aug. 20, 2018: President Trump tweets, “It is
outrageous that Poisonous Synthetic Heroin
Fentanyl comes pouring into the U.S. Postal
System from China. We can, and must, END
THIS NOW! The Senate should pass the STOP
ACT - and firmly STOP this poison from killing
our children and destroying our country. No
more delay!”

Aug. 22-23, 2018: US Treasury Undersecretary
David Malpass meets Chinese delegation led by
Vice Commerce Minister Wang Shouwen in
Washington, DC to discuss bilateral trade issues.

Aug. 23, 2018: US and China levy 25 percent
duties on an additional $16 billion of each
other's imports.

Aug. 23, 2018: China files complaint with the
World Trade Organization against US tariffs on
$16 billion worth of Chinese goods under the
Section 301 investigation, according to the
Ministry of Commerce.

Aug. 24, 2018: President Trump tweets,
“...Additionally, because of our much tougher
Trading stance with China, I do not believe they
are helping with the process of denuclearization
as they once were (despite the UN Sanctions
which are in place)...”

Aug. 24, 2018: President Trump tweets,
“...Secretary Pompeo looks forward to going to
North Korea in the near future, most likely after
our Trading relationship with China is resolved.
In the meantime I would like to send my
warmest regards and respect to Chairman Kim.
I look forward to seeing him soon!”

Aug. 27, 2018: President Trump tells reporters
he is rejecting overtures from China to
negotiate. “They want to talk,” Trump said. But
"it’s just not the right time to talk right now, to
be honest."
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https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1025830647649247232
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1025834673736482817
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1027214330503352320
https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/10/politics/south-china-sea-flyover-intl/index.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-signing-ceremony-h-r-5515-john-s-mccain-national-defense-authorization-act-fiscal-year-2019/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm458
https://media.defense.gov/2018/Aug/16/2001955282/-1/-1/1/2018-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT.PDF
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1030782921500766209
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1031590431379865600
http://english.gov.cn/state_council/ministries/2018/08/24/content_281476273867834.htm
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/08/23/us-china-trade-war-new-round-of-american-tariffs-on-chinese-imports.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trade-china-wto/china-files-complaint-to-wto-against-us-tariffs-idUSKCN1L81MT
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1033045274866999297
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1033045280143355904
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-08-28/trump-dents-hopes-for-a-china-deal-after-agreement-with-mexico

Aug. 27, 2018: US Commerce Department
announces a preliminary determination that
imports of certain steel wheels from China were
subsidized at rates ranging from 58.75 percent
to 172.51 percent, and that it would impose
duties on the product.

Aug. 28, 2018: President Trump tweets, “Report
just out: “China hacked Hillary Clinton’s private
Email Server.” Are they sure it wasn’t Russia
(just kidding!)? What are the odds that the FBI
and DOJ are right on top of this? Actually, a very
big story. Much classified information!”

Aug. 29, 2018: President Trump tweets,
“STATEMENT FROM THE WHITE HOUSE
President Donald J. Trump feels strongly that
North Korea is under tremendous pressure from
China because of our major trade disputes with
the Chinese Government. At the same time, we
also know that China is providing North Korea
with...” “... considerable aid, including money,
fuel, fertilizer and various other commodities.
This is not helpful! Nonetheless, the President
believes that his relationship with Kim Jong Un
is a very good and warm one, and there is no
reason at this time to be spending large
amounts...” “...of money on joint U.S.-South
Korea war games. Besides, the President can
instantly start the joint exercises again with
South Korea, and Japan, if he so chooses. If he
does, they will be far bigger than ever before. As
for the U.S.—China trade disputes, and other...”
... differences, they will be resolved in time by
President Trump and China’s great President Xi
Jinping. Their relationship and bond remain
very strong.”

Aug. 29, 2018: In a letter to Secretary of State
Pompeo and Treasury Secretary Steven
Mnuchin, Sen. Marco Rubio and 16 other
members of Congress from both parties call for
sanctions on seven Chinese officials and two
businesses related to camps in Xinjiang.

Chronology by CSIS intern Julia Wieczorek
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https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-steelwheels/u-s-says-chinas-steel-wheels-subsidized-will-impose-duties-on-imports-idUSKCN1LC2D1
https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/1034610829860261895
https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/1034914371099676674?s=11
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1034914376141168640
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1034914377768620037
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1034914379391807488
https://www.wsj.com/articles/lawmakers-push-to-sanction-chinese-officials-over-xinjiang-camps-1535554800
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SINGAPORE SLING TO STALEMATE

STEPHEN NOERPER, KOREA SOCIETY AND COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

In contrast to last summer’s hot rhetoric and spiking tensions, the United States and North Korea moved
to a June thaw with the dramatic Singapore summit. After some heavy lifting from South Korea, Donald
Trump and Kim Jong Un produced a vague commitment to denuclearization. By summer’s end there was
little progress as North Korea and the US appeared at odds on next steps, with North Korea insisting on
a peace regime and the US insisting on visible steps toward denuclearization. South Korea has emerged
as the mediator. The US finally saw a new ambassador in Seoul with the appointment of Harry Harris.
USFK Commander Gen. Vincent Brooks agreed with ROK defense plans for reducing posts along the DMZ,
while joint US-ROK military exercises remained on hold, although Defense Secretary James Mattis hinted
at their resumption next year. President Moon’s poll numbers declined, as concerns over slow progress
and fissures with the US grew.

This article is extracted from Comparative Connections: A Triannual E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral
Relations, Vol. 20, No. 2, September 2018. Preferred citation: Stephen Noerper, “US-Korea Relations:
Singapore Sling to Stalemate” Comparative Connections, Vol. 20, No. 2, pp 37-42.
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June 12 takeaways

Proponents of the Trump-Kim summit argue
that a process now exists that may ultimately
produce fundamental change on the peninsula.
The South Korean public approved of the
perceived initial progress in strong numbers,
and half of Americans polled supported
President Trump’s handling of North Korea.
Trump and Secretary of State Pompeo have since
argued for time and patience. The Singapore
agreement centered on four areas: new
relations, a new peace regime, denuclearization,
and the return of US war remains. By the end of
August, only the latter saw progress, which
supporters argue is both symbolic of a new
process and substantive in bringing solace to
descendants of those who perished.

Critics argue that Trump was too focused on the
theater of the meeting and gave way too quickly
on halting joint military exercises. They point to
the lack of progress on the other essential areas,
especially the issue of denuclearization.

Figure 1US President Donald Trump and North Korea's
leader Kim Jong Un shake hands after signing documents
during a summit at the Capella Hotel on the resort island of
Sentosa, Singapore June 12, 2018. Photo: Reuters

What is clear is that the takeaways were
perceived differently by Washington and
Pyongyang. The US argues that the
commitment, in Pompeo’s word, is to
“complete denuclearization.” South Korea too
has argued that North Korea has assured it of the
essential nature of this drive. But it is clear the
North Korean priority is different and focused
on establishing a peace regime. Specifically,
Pyongyang wants an end-of-war declaration
prior to further movement on denuclearization.
It has argued that the self-imposed test
moratorium and destruction of its nuclear test
site and its missile test facility were enough to
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demonstrate a firm commitment. This essential
difference in definition and priorities (as well as
the lingering question of whether North Korea
would ever give up its nuclear capability) leaves
the US, ROK, and DPRK at the current impasse.

Carrying the torch

The eyes of the world were on Singapore in June
- as warranted given seven decades of distrust
between Washington and Pyongyang. President
Trump broke from tradition in meeting North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un, bedeviling critics
and those accustomed to more steady processes
that work from the bottom up with increasingly
senior-level meetings leading to agreements
that culminate in a meeting of the heads-of-
state for closure.

But the real focus, and one that ultimately bodes
well for the US-Korea alliance, should be on the
efforts of South Korea’s Moon Jae-in. With
patience and quietude, the South Korean
president and his team - the latter of which
conveyed the initial proposal for a summit to the
White House — persisted in pushing forward the
Trump-Kim summit. Moon built on his
commitments to improve the situation with
North Korea and to build on the success of the
2018 Pyeongchang Winter Olympics, pushing
both Trump and Kim toward self-interests. Kim,
facing down strict and unified sanctions and
seemingly moving beyond nuclear development
to economic sustainability, saw the summit as a
way to bring the DPRK (and himself) onto the
global stage. Trump envisioned his role as the
president who finally sat down with the enemy,
making himself not only transactional but (in
his view) a transitional president. That it
provided entertainment, a score in advance of
the contested US midterm elections, and created
a legacy were also important factors.

Moon saw the advantage (some might say the
vanity) in both Kim’s and Trump’s leanings, as
well as the essential nature of achieving a
summit for his own political viability. His
approval ratings plunged from the 80s to the 50s
in the period from the April 27 inter-Korean
summit to the end of the summer. The ROK
played the steady rudder to the listing ships of
its northern neighbor and its great ally. Trump
canceled the summit at one point, only to have
Moon coordinate a meeting with Kim in a day (a
second summit and one in what the ROK has
described as a new approach with frequent
meetings of the leaders of the South and North).
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A day after canceling, Trump spoke of
negotiations to reinstate the meeting.

These dynamics make South Korea’s new role
different from that of prior decades, even during
the rounds of initial sunshine. Seoul’s centrality
in the process provides a buffer to potential
blunder, and to date, it has shown an adroitness
in managing the personalities and parts of the
processes around Trump and Kim.

The role is not without challenges. As
torchbearers, Seoul has been out front and may
be vulnerable to stumbles on untread paths.
Political splits in Seoul among supporters and
skeptics may be a drag on momentum. The new
realities mean that there will have to be some
give-and-take at strategic and tactical levels
when it comes to strategic management.

Joint exercises and drawdowns

At no point in the period was this need for
flexibility more clear than in the announced
cancelation of joint exercises between ROK and
US forces. Some saw the move as a nod to
Moon’s efforts at lowering tensions and
drawing North Korea into the fold. Others were
startled and thought Trump was giving
something for nothing by announcing the
cessation unilaterally in Singapore. The angst
was magnified when the US president borrowed
North Korean words and characterized the joint
exercises as “war games” and reminded his
audience that they were expensive. By the end of
August, Defense Secretary Mattis announced
that this path was not open-ended as a good
faith gesture, and that there has been no
cancelation of exercises that were planned for
next year.

Another challenge to US-ROK coordination is
the pacing of movements to lessen tensions
along the DMZ. Seoul’s progress earlier in the
year in establishing military hotlines and
around the April 27 Moon-Kim summit in
establishing direct lines between leaders led to
ROK efforts toward further tension reduction.
The first step after the inter-Korean summit
was a shutdown of loudspeakers used for
propaganda; by August the two sides had agreed
on plans for a decrease in guardposts and
personnel along the DMZ.

The difficulty for Gen. Brooks and US forces was

aligning with Blue House efforts, measures that
he  admitted might create  security
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vulnerabilities. Therein lies a fundamental
challenge for the alliance. As with the
cancellation of joint exercises, both the US and
the ROK need to make adaptations to security
(and political) relationships. It will be
increasingly important for political
communication to be as open as possible, for
complications over security relations and
economic inclinations — be they bilateral or by
way of the timing and back-off or rigor of
sanctions — will demand patience.

Secretary of State Pompeo has argued for
patience in the negotiation process with North
Korea, and understandably since only a short
time has passed since the summit. Experts argue
that denuclearization will be a complex and
lengthy process, if achieved.

Patience and flexibility should be the new
guiding principles in the US-ROK relationship
writ large. In Gen. Brooks and Ambassador
Harris, the US has steady rudders at the senior
leadership level on the ground, to match those
of Defense Secretary Mattis and Secretary of
State Pompeo. Some argue over discord and
disparities in US proclivities and processes;
others point to relatively good coordination and
instincts among those making Korea policy in
Washington. The concern is that the US need
project greater steadiness to its ally, lest the
torchbearer find himself in the rain, and the
situation moves backward toward the heated
rhetoric and tensions of last year. Some, like
former Defense Secretary Perry, argue for hope
in the process; but, he points out, that process
will not be easy.
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CHRONOLOGY OF US-KOREA RELATIONS
MAY - AUGUST 2018

May 1, 2018: South and North begin
dismantlement of border speakers in accord
with April 27 inter-Korean leaders summit; ROK
President Moon Jae-in asks UN for verification
of DPRK nuclear site shutdown.

May 2, 2018: ROK says it wants US troops to stay
regardless of any treaty with the DPRK.

May 2, 2018: US intelligence detects DPRK
actions at its nuclear test site.

May 3, 2018: White House says US prisoner
release would be a goodwill move by the DPRK.

May 3, 2018: US National Security Advisor John
Bolton meets ROK National Security Adviser
Chung Eui-yong in Washington, DC.

May 4, 2018: New York Times reports that
President Trump has ordered the Pentagon to
consider reducing US troops in ROK.

May 6, 2018: DPRK denies US sanctions pressure
is behind its denuclearization pledge.

May 7, 2018: Wall Street Journal reports that US
troops represent “potential bargaining chip.”

May 8, 2018: Kim Jong UN meets Chinese
President Xi Jinping.

May 9, 2018: Three US detainees freed by DPRK,
head home, thank Trump.

May 10, 2018: President Trump announces he
will meet DPRK leader Kim Jong UN in Singapore
on june 12.

May 11, 2018: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
meets ROK Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha
and suggests DPRK future “brimming with

prosperity,” though he cautions
denuclearization  will  require  “robust”
oversight.

May 12, 2018: DPRK details plans to dismantle
nuclear test site.
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May 13, 2018: Secretary Pompeo says US ready
to lift sanctions if DPRK dismantles its nuclear
weapons program.

May 15, 2018: Satellite images show buildings
removed from DPRK nuclear test site.

May 15, 2018: DPRK casts doubt on Trump
summit, suspends talks with South; Trump says
“we’ll see.”

May 16, 2018: DPRK says it doesn’t want US
summit focused only on denuclearization.

May 17, 2018: DPRK says it won’t hold talks with
“incompetent” ROK; Trump says “if we make a
deal, I think Kim Jong Un is going to be very,

very happy.”

May 18, 2018: DPRK “declines,” then later
permits ROK media to attend nuclear test site
closure.

May 18, 2018: President Trump nominates
former Pacific Command commander Harry
Harris as US ambassador to ROK.

May 21, 2018: New York Times reports Trump
grappling with risks of Singapore summit; Wall
Street Journal reports Moon fighting for Trump-
Kim summit.

May 22, 2018: President Trump meets President
Moon at White House; Trump says June summit
with Kim should be called off, but suggests it
may work out over period of time.

May 23, 2018: Trump blames China for summit
problems; DPRK launches tirade against
“stupid” US officials, calling Vice President
Pence a “political dummy” and threatening to
call off summit.

May 24, 2018: DPRK carries out demolition of
nuclear test site; Trump cancels summit with
Kim Jong Un, citing “hostility.”

May 25, 2018: Trump says US in “productive
talks” to reinstate summit.
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May 26, 2018: Moon and Kim hold surprise
summit in Panmunjom.

May 27, 2018: US team in DPRK for talks on
summit, says Trump; ROK says DPRK
committed to Trump summit and complete
denuclearization, and calls for more impromptu
meetings.

May 29, 2018: Trump says DPRK’s Kim Yong
Chol heading to US for talks; White House says
Trump is prepared for June summit.

May 31, 2018: Trumps says he expects letter
from Kim Jong Un; US and DPRK working groups
meet in Singapore, Secretary Pompeo meets Kim
Yong Chol in New York City.

May 31, 2018: Kim Jong Un says DPRK’s will for
denuclearization is “unchanged.”

June 1, 2018: Trump announces summit with
Kim is back on, confirms June 12 date.

June 6, 2018: 38 North website reports DPRK is
razing Ilha-ri, a key ballistic missile test site.

June 12, 2018: Trump-Kim summit held in
Singapore. As summit begins, Trump says
“we’re going to have a great discussion, and I
think tremendous success.” Kim Jong Un says
“there were fetters and wrong practices that at
times covered out eyes and ears, but we
overcame everything to come this far.”

June 13, 2018: Reuters/Ipsos poll says half of
Americans polled support Trump’s handling of
North Korea.

June 14, 2018; Secretary Pompeo says North
Korea sanctions to remain until DPRK completes
denuclearization, says US prepared to offer
security guarantees.

June 15, 2018: Gallup poll shows 66 percent of
ROK respondents approve of US-DPRK summit
outcome.

June 17, 2018: Trump says his agreement with
North Korea will be good for China; ROK Blue
House says US forces in ROK not subject to US-
DPRK talks; Trump says he gave Kim his direct
number.

June 18, 2018; US and ROK agree to suspend joint
military exercises scheduled for August.
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June 20, 2018: ROK Foreign Minister Kang says
DPRK sanctions to remain until
denuclearization; Kim and Xi discuss ‘“true
peace” and denuclearization in Beijing.

June 21, 2018; Trump announces DPRK has
returned remains of 200 US war dead and that
“total denuclearization” has begun; Pompeo
plans DPRK meeting at “earliest possible date.”

June 22, 2018: Pentagon indefinitely suspends
some US training exercises with the ROK.

June 25, 2018: Pompeo says he won’t put a
timeline on DPRK denuclearization.

June 27, 2018: Pompeo says DPRK understands
US on “complete denuclearization.”

June 28, 2017: Defense Secretary Mattis meets
former ROK Defense Minister Song Young-moo
and says US troop commitment in ROK is
“ironclad.”

June 28, 2018: 38 North website reports that
satellite ~ imagery shows infrastructure
improvements at DPRK’s Yongbyon nuclear
plant.

June 30, 2018: US marks departure of military
presence in Seoul with opening of new
headquarters facilities at Camp Humphreys.

June 30, 2018: US intelligence reportedly
believes DPRK making more bomb fuel despite
talks.

July 2, 2018: Wall Street Journal reports
Middlebury Institute imagery shows DPRK
expanding key missile manufacturing plant

July 7, 2018: Secretary Pompeo meets Kim Yong
Chol in Pyongyang to “clarify” and says
progress made; DPRK condemns US tactics as
“gangster-like” after Pompeo’s departure.

July 8, 2018: DPRK calls US stance “regrettable;”
Pompeo urges DPRK to follow Vietnam’s
example.

July 9, 2018: Trump suggests China is
interfering in US-DPRK talks.

July 12, 2018: Moon says US-DPRK talks are “on
track,” dismisses criticism.
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July 13, 2018: US accuses DPRK of UN sanctions
breach and demands end to illicit fuel sales.

July 15, 2018: Pompeo announces that US and
DPRK to resume search for war remains.

July 18, 2018: Trump tweets he received “very
nice note” from Kim Jong Un; Pompeo says
DPRK deal “may take some time” and sanctions
to remain in place.

July 19, 2018: US Director of National
Intelligence Dan Coats says denuclearization in
a year not likely.

July 20, 2018: Secretary Pompeo and US
Ambassador to the UN Nikki Haley urge strict
UN sanction remain in place until DPRK acts on
denuclearization.

July 23, 2018: ROK Defense Ministry announces
plans to reduce number of guard posts along
DMZ.

July 26, 2018: DPRK hands over 55 boxes of US
war dead remains.

July 27, 2018: Trump thanks Kim for transfer of
US war dead remains.

July 30, 2018: Washington Post reports that US
intelligence agencies believe DPRK is working
on new missiles.

Aug. 1, 2018: White House reports Trump
received letter from Kim Jong Un.

Aug. 3, 2018: Pompeo says DPRK weapons work
counter to denuclearization pledge; confidential
UN report says DPRK has not stopped it nuclear
and missile programs.

Aug. 4, 2018: DPRK Foreign Minister Ri Yong Ho
says it is alarming that the US is returning to
hostile ways “far from its leaders’ intentions.”

Aug. 6,2018: US backs guidelines in UN Security
Council for streamlining delivery of
humanitarian aid to the DPRK.

Aug. 9, 2018; DPRK criticizes US sanctions
pressure on denuclearization process

Aug. 15, 2018: US targets Chinese and Russian
firms over DPRK sanctions breaches.

42

Aug. 17, 2018: DPRK presses demands for end-
of-war declaration ahead of Pompeo visit.

Aug. 20, 2018: Divided family reunions begin at
Mount Kumgang.

Aug. 21, 2018: US Treasury sanctions Russian
firms for violating sanctions on the DPRK.

Aug. 22, 2018: USFK commander Gen. Brooks
acknowledges security risks in defense scale-
down at DMZ, but is dealing with “change and
uncertainty in stride.”

Aug. 22, 2018: Satellite imagery shows DPRK
halted work to dismantle Sohae satellite launch
site in the first part of August.

Aug. 25, 2018: Trump cancels Pompeo visit to
the DPRK with new special representative for
North Korea, Stephen Biegun.

Aug. 26, 2018: DPRK’s Rodong Sinmun accuses
US of “double dealing” and “hatching a criminal
plot” against Pyongyang with drill preparations.

Aug. 28, 2018: Secretary Mattis announces that
the US and ROK have no plans to suspend
military exercises that are planned next year.

Aug. 29, 2018: Trump says he thinks US is
“doing well” in its diplomacy with North Korea,
hails his relationship with Kim, and says there
are no reasons to resume US-ROK military
exercises at the present though, if he elected,
they would be “far bigger than ever before.”

Aug. 30, 2018: US State Department extends ban

on US citizens’ travel to North Korea for another
year.
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Southeast Asian governments have warmed to the Indo-Pacific concept being promoted by the US, which
reinforces their own inclination to expand the cast of regional powers to balance China’s rise. However,
they are still wary that a disorganized Trump administration will not be able to translate its rhetoric into
policies. In the meantime, they fear being caught between Washington and its Northeast Asian
adversaries. Apart from possible clashes between regional powers, Southeast Asia itself offers a number
of challenges to smooth relations with the US. Recent elections in Malaysia and Cambodia are two of
them, albeit for different reasons. In Indonesia, candidates have been declared for the 2019 presidential
elections that could feed growing religious nationalism and anti-Americanism. The Rohingya refugee
crisis has ratcheted up tensions between the West and Myanmar over the impact of the 2017 crackdown.
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Selling the Indo-Pacific vision

For the past decade, Southeast Asian leaders
have generally been amenable to a larger role for
India in the region in principle, so long as it does
not diminish ASEAN’s role in the region and
does not overly rile China. New doubts about the
reliability of the United States as a security
partner coupled with a growing perception that
China’s militarization of features in the South
China Sea is all but irreversible, give added
impetus to the idea of expanding the region’s
power base. Thus, Washington’s tag team to sell
the Indo-Pacific concept — Secretary of Defense
James Mattis at the Shangri-La Dialogue in June
and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo at the
ASEAN Regional Forum in August — was well-
received by Southeast Asians, although major
questions about its implications for both
security and trade are still outstanding.

On the podium at Shangri-La, Mattis outlined
the primary tenets of the US Indo-Pacific vision:
(1) support for naval and law enforcement
capacity building in regional partners; (2)
promoting interoperability with allies; (3)
strengthening the rule of law, civil society and
transparency across the region; and (4)
encouraging economic development led by the
private sector.

Every administration attempts to refashion
foreign policy through its own paradigm, but the
security aspects of the policy that Mattis
articulated showed strong continuity with the
administrations of Presidents George W. Bush
and Barack Obama. The Trump administration
maintains that the economic aspects of the
Indo-Pacific policy are new; it fell to Secretary
Pompeo to explicate those aspects at the ASEAN
Regional Forum.

- - a R - . . S
Figure 1US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo attends an
ASEAN-US Ministerial Meeting in Singapore. Photo: Reuters
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Before then, Pompeo outlined the plan at an
address to the Indo-Pacific Business Forum of
the US Chamber of Commerce in Washington.
The administration has pledged $113 million in
new funds for the second half of 2018 the
administration. In addition, it will include a $25
million project to improve digital connectivity in
“partner countries” of the Indo-Pacific and a
$50 million program to improve energy security
in the region. The administration will also
create a new investment stimulation and
financing mechanism, the United States
International Development Finance
Corporation, which will be empowered to
guarantee investment loans; provide some
funding for projects as a minor investor; provide
insurance and reinsurance for projects; and
offer technical assistance. Lastly, the
administration has signaled that it would double
the current amount that the Overseas Private
Investment Corporation earmarks for the Indo-
Pacific (about $3.6 billion) in the next few years.

For the most part, Southeast Asian leaders
welcome this new initiative, although they are
inclined to view it as modest at best. Washington
has not identified the “partner countries” that
would figure in the new investment program.
Some Southeast Asian officials have expressed
fears that the White House will use the new
investment program as a condition to force
Southeast Asian governments to modify or
abandon trade practices that Trump believes are
unfair.  They also fear that India will get
preferential treatment, at the expense of ASEAN
and individual Southeast Asian countries. They
note that thus far, the administration’s Indo-
Pacific campaign has focused more on elevating
India within in the region — and in US policy -
than in defining a new regional framework. For
example, in concert with the announcement of
new economic programs, the Commerce
Department granted New Delhi strategic trade
authorization status with the US, which will
enable India to import sensitive US military
equipment without obtaining a license.

Additional concerns are broader. The region is
still unclear on the Trump administration’s
position on new trade agreements; to date, it has
focused more on unraveling existing ones.
Some Southeast Asian leaders point out that
Washington’s opposition to multilateralism
does not prepare it to launch a new regional
framework. And they worry that the new US
Indo-Pacific economic plan may be whistling in
the wind: a tariff war between the United States

SEPTEMBER 2018 | US-SOUTHEAST ASIA RELATIONS



and China has the potential to create greater
instability in the regional and global markets
than could be countered by trade assistance that
may be meager after it has been widely
distributed.

These concerns in Southeast Asia about the US
vision of an Indo-Pacific community should be
noted but not overstated. With or without the
United States, many Southeast Asian countries
have growing reasons to support an Indo-
Pacific community. First, three regional powers
— Japan, Australia, and India — also support it,
and Southeast Asians are attempting to forge
closer relations with all three, to balance against
China but also to compensate for a perceived
lack of interest in the region on the part of the
United States.

Second, many Southeast Asian leaders
(particularly in Myanmar, Singapore, Indonesia,
and Malaysia) fear that the Chinese strategic
focus is expanding beyond the South China Sea
to the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean, and
that maritime conflict will spread southwest.
Stronger relations with India, as well as having
regional powers pay closer attention to this new
threat through the Indo-Pacific framework, will
help reduce the risk of conflict for Southeast
Asia.

Lastly, although connectivity within Southeast
Asia is designed in large part to connect China
to economic markets and strategic waterways, is
it also intended to connect to India. An Indo-
Pacific strategic and economic paradigm will
support Southeast Asia’s own infrastructure
development, despite the fact that some
Southeast Asian leaders feel that their region is
being overlooked at present.

Brokers in a bind

When President Trump and North Korean
Chairman Kim Jong Un agreed to meet, Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong was quick to propose
Singapore as the meeting ground. As the current
chair of ASEAN, the suggestion had a ring of
“ASEAN centrality,” or the belief that ASEAN is
a foundation for regional frameworks in the
Asia-Pacific. Although ASEAN played no part in
bringing Trump and Kim into contact with one
another, they can claim some pride of
authorship, if only indirectly: by including
Pyongyang in the ASEAN Regional Forum in
2000, they provided the only dialogue
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mechanism for North Korea to engage the
region.

Figure 2Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien-Loong and
US President Donald Trump confer following the June 12 US-

North Korea Summit, held in Singapore. Photo: Reuters

But Lee’s motivations for offering Singapore as
a summit site likely went beyond upholding the
ASEAN imperative.  Apart from the obvious
implications for regional security, Southeast
Asia has a vested interest in the success of the
US-North Korea dialogue process and
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. If the
dialogue process fails, regional leaders fear that
Washington will return to its “maximum
pressure” policy, demanding that the ASEAN
states sever all contact with Pyongyang. Under
such pressure for the past two years, only
Singapore and Malaysia have taken significant
measures to downgrade relations with North
Korea, although Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamed signaled that he may restore them to
their previous levels.

Electoral upsets (or not)

A reversal in North Korea policy in Kuala
Lumpur is one of many question marks hanging
over the new Mahathir government in Malaysia.
His electoral victory — as the head of a loose
opposition coalition and a surrogate for Anwar
Ibrahim, who was imprisoned during the
campaign — was significant, in overturning the
country’s only ruling party since independence.
The defeat of the United Malay National
Organization (UMNO) was due in part to
lingering scandals in the administration of Najib
Razak, but also to worsening economic
conditions. However, Mahathir’s roots are in
UMNO, and he has struggled to assemble a
strong working Cabinet. Also at issue is Anwar’s
future role in leading the country. Mahathir,
who turned 93 after the election, has said that
he will transfer the reins to Anwar in two years,
marking his own administration as an interim
one.
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Mahathir has signaled that he would like to roll
back China’s role in developing infrastructure in
Malaysia, and has moved to void the Eastern Rail
agreement. However, true to his maverick
nature, he has also speculated on withdrawing
from the Comprehensive and Progressive
Trans-Pacific Partnership, which would please
Beijing. However, for Washington and
Malaysia’s other major partners, the difficulty
in relations with Kuala Lumpur will likely be
that the administration will be focused more on
domestic than foreign affairs. Mahathir has
launched a criminal process against Najib
related to the 1MDB scandal. Beyond that, he
will be focused primarily on reducing the deficit
in the national budget, which was revealed to be
larger than estimated.

If the outcome of the Malaysian elections was a
surprise, the Cambodian polls in late July were
not. Prime Minister Hun Sen declared that the
Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) had won all 125
available seats. This turned out to be an
exaggeration, but the CPP secured 114, or 77
percent, of seats, which by any definition is an
electoral landslide. This was a considerable gain
(46 seats) for the CPP over the 2013 elections.
The royalist party FUNCINPEC won 6 seats, the
next largest number, or 6 percent. The
remaining seats were divided among 18 small
and inconsequential parties, most of whom won
less than 1 percent of the total vote.

Hun Sen’s thorough and deliberate elimination
of any effective political opposition over the past
year, which culminated in the dissolution of the
Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP) by the
courts and the imprisonment of CNRP leader
Kem Sokha, made the CPP electoral sweep all but
inevitable. Longtime opposition leader Sam
Rainsy remains in exile, contemplating his next
move, but he has few entry points through
which to influence Cambodian politics in the
near term.

Because Hun Sen had so thoroughly scrubbed
the electoral landscape of any real opposition,
Western  governments and  democracy
promotion NGOs - particularly in the United
States and the European Union — had withdrawn
electoral support for the 2018 elections.
Significantly, China, which had professed not to
intervene in the domestic politics of its regional
partners, stepped into this breach. Beijing
provided some assistance to the July elections,
primarily in the form of voting machines, and
sent observers to monitor the July polls. Chinese
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observers were joined by a ragged group of
election monitors from rightwing, nationalist
parties in Europe (from the UK, Hungary, the
Czech Republic, and Italy). The Cambodian
government housed this group in a 5-star hotel;
the monitors declared the elections to be “free
and fair.” No major Western or Asian election
monitoring groups observed the polls, a
departure from past general elections in
Cambodia.

Western reaction to the elections was sharp, but
with an outcome that is far from conclusive. The
White House issued an unusually long
condemnation of the polls and made clear that
the results were not acceptable. The US, EU,
Canada, and Australia all threatened sanctions,
but it is not clear what the conditions for those
would be, with the elections now complete. The
EU has threatened to cancel its tariff preferences
for Cambodia, which would negatively affect
tens of thousands of garment workers and
threaten Cambodia’s nearly $4 billion trade with
the EU. Thirty percent of the garments produced
in Cambodia are destined for the EU; 25 percent
go to the US. US-Cambodia trade, which is
roughly $3 billion, is also vested primarily in the
garment trade. In the recent past, both the US
and the EU have been reluctant to impose broad
trade sanctions on Cambodia, which would
likely hurt ordinary Cambodians more than the
leadership.

In contrast to previous years when it took a keen
interest in preserving the political system
introduced in Cambodia by the United Nations in
1993, US Congressional interest in the elections
was tepid at best. This could be because of the
Hill’s own internal distractions, or because of a
more intense focus on the Rohingya refugee
crisis. It is also a function of dwindling interest
in Cambodia for most of this decade, not only
because of Hun Sen’s intransigence on political
opposition but also because of the perception
that Cambodia has been drawn fully into China’s
orbit. Indeed, stronger Western sanctions on
Myanmar or Cambodia would create an opening
for both China and Russia to strengthen political
and economic ties with those countries. China’s
current $1.5 billion in infrastructure projects
with Cambodia cushioned the impact of the
West’s pre-election sanctions on Phnom Penh,;
if further sanctions are applied, Beijing would
expand its aid accordingly.

Washington will likely view presidential
elections in Indonesia next year as more
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significant. Aug. 1 was the deadline for
candidates to register for the polls, to be held in
April 2019. A broad consensus holds that the
two main contenders are President Joko Widodo
and former military leader (and former son-in-
law of late President Suharto) Prabowo
Subianto, who is on the US visa blacklist for his
role in Kopassus, the Indonesian special forces
unit accused of human rights abuses in East
Timor. Joko and Prabowo were also the top two
candidates in the 2014 election. At the time,
Joko ran as a populist outsider; Prabowo
represented the business and military elite. Joko
is a moderate who has attempted, with mixed
success, to implement a reform agenda.
Prabowo is a nationalist with strong links to
Islamists.

The key result from this registration process
was that candidates were compelled to declare
their running mates, which provides insight
into how closely they want to identify with (or
distance themselves from) Muslim groups. Both
candidates are also hoping to balance their
tickets by selecting vice presidents with
credentials that complement their own. Joko
chose Ma’ruf Amin, head of the Indonesian
Ulema Council, the country’s leading clerical
body, as his running mate. He is also head of
Nadhlatul Ulama (NU), the world’s largest
independent Muslim organization. Prabowo
selected Sandiaga Uno, deputy governor of
Jakarta. (Joko was governor of Jakarta before
becoming president.) The logic behind each of
these selections is fairly obvious. Joko is hoping
to strengthen his Islamic credentials; Prabowo
already has those, but is hoping to balance his
ticket by attracting more of the urban vote,
particularly among the younger generation who
have little experience with the Suharto years.

The election campaign will be a delicate period
in US-Indonesian relations. The composition of
these two tickets suggests that religion will be a
major issue. Joko has reasonably positive
relations with Washington, but Amin will be
tempted to exploit Islamist resentments of the
United States — public opinion surveys show
that President Trump’s anti-Muslim remarks
and his immigration policy have had a negative
impact on the US image. On the other hand,
Prabowo’s reputation as a human rights abuser
and his current status with the US government
will make US relations with that ticket awkward.
If Prabowo wins, the Trump administration will
have to decide whether to remove him from the
blacklist. In the meantime, US human rights
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groups have objected publicly to both Amin and
Prabowo, which could create short-term
tensions with Jakarta.

Rohingya crisis

On Aug. 27 the United Nations released a report
on the crisis involving nearly 1 million Rohingya
refugees from Rakhine State in Myanmar,
focusing on crimes related to the Tatmadaw’s
(military) crackdown on Muslims in August
2017. Several thousand Rohingya were
reportedly killed by the military, and nearly
700,000 fled or were forced across the border
into Bangladesh. Despite an agreement between
the governments of Myanmar and Bangladesh
for the repatriation of the Rohingya, few have
elected to return.

Figure 3A Rohingya refugee and child in efugee camp in
Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. Photo: bdnews24.com

The UN report states that the military’s 2017
actions in Rakhine had “genocidal intent” and
recommends that military leaders involved in
violent repression of the Rohingya be
investigated and prosecuted. It further
advocated that Min Aun Hlaing, the Tatmadaw
commander-in-chief, also be held to account.
The word “genocide” is very important, because
it requires that signatories to the 1948
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment
of the Crime of Genocide take action if they
believe that a genocide has occurred. Beyond an
accountability exercise, the UN urges an arms
embargo on Myanmar.

The institutional framework for a tribunal for
the Rohingya could be difficult to convene, and
the US is not likely to take a leading role.
Washington is not a member of the
International Criminal Court; nor is Myanmar.
Legal scholars believe that Bangladesh, an ICC
member, could bring Myanmar to account
through that court because it hosts the Rohingya
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refugees. Any such exercise would be strongly
resisted by Nay Pyi Taw - including State
Counselor Aung Sang Suu Kyi. Within the US
policy community, sufficient support for Aung
Sang Suu Kyi remains to view her as unable
rather than unwilling to affect the Rohingya
crisis, and this will soften US policy on
accountability.

In lieu of a formal accountability exercise,
targeted sanctions on parts of the Tatmadaw are
all but inevitable. Since the August 2017
crackdown, the US, EU, and Canada have
imposed sanctions on individuals within the
Myanmar military associated with atrocities
against the Rohingya, or in the line of command.
These include visa bans and financial sanctions,
targeting the assets of these individuals. On
Aug. 17, the Trump administration extended
these sanctions to include 4 more individuals.

More significantly, the administration has also
sanctioned two divisions of the Tatmadaw
associated with the crackdown: the 33 and 99™
Light Infantry Divisions. Sanctioning an entire
military division is a major step forward, in that
it targets an institution rather than an
individual. It is rarely done, and tends to be
difficult to undo. For example, US sanctions
imposed against Kopassus, the special forces unit
in the Indonesian military, in the 1990s are still
in place, despite considerable normalization in
US-Indonesian relations.

Equally important is an anticipated report from
the State Department, based on interviews of
over 1,000 Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh
camps in the spring of 2018. Although Secretary
of State Pompeo indicated that he would release
the report in late August, the State Department
has yet to do so, and no new target date for a
release has been announced. The delay is due
primarily to internal debate within the Trump
administration over whether to designate the
Tatmadaw’s actions against the Rohingya in
2017 as genocidal. US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley has said publicly that the
State Department report is “consistent” with
the UN report, but she has not signaled whether
Washington agrees that genocide has occurred.
In the past, the United States has been reluctant
to label large-scale human rights abuse as
genocide.

Without doubt, however, the findings of the US

report are grim. According to information
released by the State Department, of the
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refugees who were interviewed 82 percent
witnessed a killing or their home or village
destroyed by the military; 65 percent witnessed
an abduction of a Rohingya; 64 percent saw a
family member or fellow villager injured by the
military; more than 50 percent witnessed sexual
violence committed by military personnel; and
20 percent witnessed more than 100 Rohingya
killed or injured by the military in a single event.

Bringing it back home: immigration issues

Southeast Asia has not come under direct fire
from the Trump administration’s immigration
policies. Although Indonesia is the world’s
largest Muslim-majority country, it has not
been singled out in executive orders for visa
restrictions. = However, below high-profile
public battles over immigrants from Muslim
countries or from the US southern border, the
Trump administration is moving to remove
other current residents in the US, either because
of illegal immigration status or because they
have been convicted of a felony. Illegal
immigrants can be deported, but repatriation of
legal immigrants who have committed felonies
requires that their countries of origin agree to
accept them, unless a court agrees to forcibly
return them. The United States has consistently
attempted to return immigrants who are
convicted felons. Over the past decade, several
Cambodians who were brought to the US by their
parents as children but never became citizens
were forcibly returned to Cambodia after
convictions.

In May the Trump administration decided to
move against Myanmar for its refusal to enter
into an agreement to accept nationals in the
United States under order for removal. Officials
from two ministries — the Ministry of Labor,
Immigration and Population and the Ministry of
Home Affairs — are banned from receiving B1 or
B2 visas to enter the United States.

The administration has also signaled that it may
forcibly return as many as 8,000 Vietnamese
immigrants under these conditions. Previous
administrations had not targeted Vietnamese,
because the refugee flow after 1975 was created
by defeat of an ally by a communist force. The
optics of forcing Vietnamese back while
Washington continues to protest Hanoi’s
human rights policies are unfortunate, and
could spark opposition to this action in the
human rights community and in Congress.
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Looking ahead

Southeast Asian leaders were encouraged by the
increased diplomatic activity with the United
States in the summer months, and view
Washington’s promotion of its Indo-Pacific
vision as an attempt to remain engaged in the
region. However, solid conclusions about the
Trump administration’s position and presence
in Southeast Asia have been deferred into the
fall. Potential changes in Congress with the
November midterm elections are unlikely to
affect US policy in Southeast Asia but could turn
the administration further inward. Another
short-term marker for the region will be
President Trump’s recently announced decision
to not participate in the APEC meeting in Papua
New Guinea and the East Asia Summit in
Singapore.
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CHRONOLOGY OF US-SOUTHEAST ASIA
RELATIONS

MAY - AUGUST 2018

May 5, 2018: State Department issues a
statement in concert with calls from the
Netherlands and Australia to hold Russia
accountable for its role in the July 2014 downing
of Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 over eastern
Ukraine, causing the deaths of 298 civilians.
Despite urging from the Washington, ASEAN
declines to join efforts to hold Moscow
accountable.

May 17, 2018: US Treasury’s Office of Foreign
Assets Control (OFAC) removes seven state-
owned enterprises and three state-owned banks
in Myanmar from the Specially Designated
Nations (SDN) list, leaving few Myanmar banks
under OFAC sanctions. At the same time, six
companies linked to the former regime are
added to the list. On balance, these measures
reflect US acknowledgement of progress in
administrative reform in Myanmar.

May 17, 2018: The 22" US-Vietnam Human
Rights Dialogue is convened in Washington.
Although the two countries continue to disagree
on a number of issues, including an appropriate
role for political dissidents, the dialogue has
continued uninterrupted since its inception.

May 19, 2018: The Trump administration bars
officials from Myanmar’s Ministry of Labor,
Immigration and Population and the Ministry of
Home Affairs from receiving B1 or B2 visas to
enter the US because of Myanmar’s refusal to
accept the return of their nationals under final
order of removal from the US.

May 29, 2018: US Secretary of Defense Jim
Mattis meets Indonesian Defense Minister
Ryamizard Ryacudu in Honolulu, on the margins
of the change of command ceremony at US
Pacific Command.
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June 1-2, 2018: Secretary of Defense Mattis
meets with several counterparts from Southeast
Asia (Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and
Vietnam) at the Shangri-La Dialogue in
Singapore. Mattis also meets Singapore Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong. Conspicuously
lacking from the agenda was a bilateral meeting
with Thailand, an acknowledgement that
security relations have not been normalized
after the 2014 coup in Bangkok.

June 5, 2018: Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
meets Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno
Marsudi when she visits Washington.

June 12, 2018: Singapore hosts high-profile
summit meeting between President Trump and
North Korean Chairman Kim Jong-un.
Singapore was selected as a venue, in part
because the island city-state could provide a
high degree of security.

June 19-20, 2018: Pentagon hosts fifth US-
Vietnam Dialogue on Maritime Issues and Law
of the Sea in Washington. Washington and
Hanoi will rotate in as new co-chairs of the
ASEAN Defense Ministers Meeting-Plus
Working Group on Maritime Security in 2020.

June 21, 2018: The 13™ Annual Pacific
Partnership Mission concludes after several
weeks. Among the participants were the United
States and five Southeast Asian countries
(Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, and
Singapore). Focusing on humanitarian aid, the
mission completed 765 host country activities.

June 27-Aug. 2, 2018: Vietnam makes its debut
in the 26-nation Rim of the Pacific Exercises
(RIMPAC), which also included Indonesia,
Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines and
Thailand.

June 28, 2018: State Department releases the
2018 Trafficking in Persons Report. Thailand is
upgraded from the Tier 2 Watch List to Tier 2,
while both Malaysia and Myanmar are
downgraded (to the Tier 2 Watch List and Tier 3,
respectively).
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July 8-9, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo visits
Vietnam and meets senior officials, including
Nguyen Phu Trong, secretary general of the
Vietnamese Communist Party.

July 9, 2018: US and Philippine naval forces
conduct maritime training activity Sama Sama at
Naval Station Ernesto Ogbinar in the
Philippines. ~The engagement features fast
transport ship USNS Millinocket and includes air
defense, diving, and search and rescue.

July 10, 2018: Leading an international rescue
team, Thai officials in Chiang Rai province
evacuate the last of 12 members of a youth
soccer team, with their coach, who had been
trapped in an underground cave for 17 days. The
US Department of Defense provided 42 military
personnel, who assisted in planning and
logistics and helped transport the evacuees
through the final chambers of the cave system.

July 29, 2018: White House issues a statement
heavily criticizing general elections in
Cambodia, calling them “neither free nor fair.”

July 30, 2018: Secretary of State Pompeo
delivers speech before the Indo-Pacific Forum of
the US Chamber of Commerce in Washington,
outlining the economic aspects of the US vision
of an Indo-Pacific community.

Aug. 2-3, 2018: Secretary Pompeo visits Kuala
Lumpur in advance of the ASEAN Regional
Forum in Singapore and meets Prime Minister
Mahathir Mohamed.

Aug. 3-4, 2018: Secretary Pompeo attends his
first ASEAN Regional Forum in his new capacity,
and co-chairs the US-ASEAN Ministerial
meeting.

Aug. 4, 2018: The 11" Ministerial Meeting of the
Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI) is held on the
margins of the ASEAN meetings in Singapore.

Aug. 4-5, 2018: Secretary Pompeo visits
Jakarta; he meets President Joko Widodo and
discusses bilateral cooperation under the US-
Indonesia Comprehensive Partnership.

Aug. 10, 2018: US and Malaysian navies open
the 24™ annual Cooperation Afloat Readiness
and Training Exercises.
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Aug. 17,2018: Trump administration announces
new sanctions on Myanmar related to the
August 2017 crackdown on Muslim Rohingyas in
Rakhine State.

Aug. 27, 2018: United Nations releases a report
on the Rohingya refugee crisis, which maintains
that the Tatmadaw had “genocidal intent” in the
2017 crackdown on Muslims in Rakhine State.

Aug. 28, 2018: Indonesian Minister of Defense
Ryamizard Ryacuda visits the Pentagon to
discuss expansion of bilateral cooperation on
maritime domain awareness.

51



52

SEPTEMBER 2018 | US-SOUTHEAST ASIA RELATIONS



PACIFIC F‘,:V&RUM

COMPARATIVE

CONNECTIONS

A TRIANNUAL E-JOURNAL OF BILATERAL
RELATIONS IN THE INDO-ASIA-PACIFIC

CHINA- SOUTHEAST ASIA RELATIONS

ASSESSING CHINA’S EXPANDING INFLUENCE
AMID STRONG COUNTERCURRENTS

ROBERT SUTTER, GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY
CHIN-HAO HUANG, YALE-NUS COLLEGE

China’s supporters and detractors tend to agree that China has made substantial gains in recent years in
advancing Beijing’s influence in relations with Southeast Asian countries and with ASEAN. Nevertheless,
the main countercurrent comes from the United States and its allies and regional partners, along with
some ASEAN member states at times showing growing opposition to Chinese policies and practices. At
bottom, China’s rise remains contested, the balance of influence in Southeast Asia is in flux, and the
outlook is uncertain.

This article is extracted from Comparative Connections: A Triannual E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral
Relations, Vol. 20, No. 2, September 2018. Preferred citation: Robert Sutter and Chin-Hao Huang,
“China-Southeast Asia Relations: Assessing China’s Expanding Influence amid Strong
Countercurrents” Comparative Connections, Vol. 20, No. 2, pp 53-60.
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Background

Beginning in 2013, China’s rapid island building
and infrastructure development in the South
China Sea surprised other claimants and
concerned powers, including the United States.
President Barack Obama’s rebalance policy of
greater US engagement was welcomed as it was
implemented in the region, but it proved
ineffective in the face of China’s expanding
territorial hold. The economic centerpiece of the
US policy, the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade
and investment framework, fell prey to populist
anti-globalization backlash and bipartisan
attacks on such economic deals from both
Democratic and Republican candidates during
the 2016 presidential election campaign.

When an international arbitral tribunal
constituted under provisions of the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea ruled against
China’s wideranging South China Sea claims on
July 12, 2016, Beijing worked strenuously and
generally successfully to compel official silence
on the decision in ASEAN and among its
members. The United States, Japan, Australia,
and others continued to support the ruling but
usually avoided rhetoric and actions that risked
strong Chinese countermeasures. Developments
since that time feature Chinese officials with
increasing public confidence using hard and soft
tactics to advance Beijing interests and
influence while previously common criticism of
China’s approach or support for policies Beijing
opposes have become rare, both among
Southeast Asian states and within ASEAN.

This year’s gathering of regional security
leaders at the Shangri-La Dialogue in June and
meetings of ASEAN foreign ministers and their
dialogue partners in August, along with
commentary marking the second anniversary of
the July 2016 decision of the arbitral tribunal,
provide evidence useful in assessing China’s
gains. One gauge involves the degree of support
Beijing receives in its official narrative of China
ever more confident as it wields levers of power,
both carrots and sticks, to have its way in
Southeast Asia. A contrasting gauge involves
challenges and competition led by the United
States opposing China on a broad range of issues
in Southeast Asia and elsewhere.

China’s avowed confidence and ascendance

ASEAN’s inclination to defer to China over South
China Sea issues was seen in the results of the

ASEAN leaders’ annual summit in Singapore in
late April. The leaders avoided mention of
differences with China over the South China Sea
and China’s militarization of recently built land
features was ignored, while they were upbeat
regarding progress among the ASEAN states and
China over a proposed Code of Conduct in the
South China Sea.

A flurry of official Chinese commentary related
to the Shangri-La Dialogue in June emphasized
what the rising stature of China’s new security
concept, which solves problems through
consultation rather than setting rules and
“imposing” them on other countries, a negative
allusion to the rules-based international order
supported by the US and its allies. An
assessment by CSIS specialists Bonnie Glaser
and Greg Poling demonstrated that Beijing in
2018 pressed its advantage against both Vietnam
and the Philippines regarding their disputes
with China over the South China Sea, while the
Economist seemed to sum up the situation with
the title “China has militarized the South China
Sea and got away with it.”

State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi
told the ASEAN secretary general on June 12 that
the South China Sea “has stabilized” and
progress on the Code of Conduct will increase,
barring troubles caused by countries outside the
region. He also foresaw growing synergy
between China’s Belt and Road Initiative and
ASEAN’s development plans.

Exuding confidence about China’s rise amid flux
and uncertainty elsewhere in the world,
President Xi Jinping told the Central Conference
on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs in Beijing on
June 23 that China’s recent robust development
was “the best in the modern period,” and
“profound” changes among other powers favor
China’s growing influence in foreign affairs. In
line with his emphasis in the speech on
safeguarding China’s sovereignty and security,
Xi told visiting Secretary of Defense James
Mattis on June 27 that China will not allow the
loss of even “one inch” of its claimed territory.

The announcement on Aug. 2 that China and
ASEAN countries agreed on a draft text as they
negotiate the Code of Conduct in the South China
Sea was the highlight of Wang’s meeting with
ASEAN counterparts in Singapore. Chinese
official media argued that it would be unrealistic
to expect a swift conclusion to negotiations as
they involve complex and sensitive issues.
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Indeed, informative assessments of the draft by
Carl Thayer reminded readers that the first
discussions involving China and ASEAN over a
code of conduct in the South China Sea began
over 20 years ago. Benchmarks included China
and ASEAN concluding negotiations on the
Declaration on the Conduct of the Parties in the
South China Sea (DOC) in 2002 which affirmed
time for reaching a Code of Conduct on the South
China Sea. Very slow progress followed for many
years, with more rapid movement over the past

year.

Figure 1ASEAN dnd China conducts first joint table-top
maritime exercise in Singapore on Aug. 3. Photo: Nikkei
Asian Review

Meanwhile, Chinese security relations with
ASEAN advanced as 40 naval officers from
ASEAN and China held a table-top exercise in
Singapore on Aug. 2-3 to prepare for a larger
exercise in October dealing with search and
rescue operations and medical evacuation.

Countercurrents

Beijing reacted with measured language to US
statements and actions challenging China’s
militarization of the South China Sea and taking
critical aim at China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) and other economic and political practices
seen serving China’s expansion at the expense
of others in Southeast Asia and elsewhere. In his
address to the Shangri-La Dialogue in June,
Secretary Mattis criticized China for deploying
antiship missiles, surface-to-air missiles, and
electronic jammers on its recently constructed
facilities in the disputed Spratly Islands and for
landing a bomber aircraft on a previously
constructed airfield in the Paracel Islands. China
took issue with the US disinviting Beijing to
participate in the 2018 Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC)
exercise, which called militarization a
contradiction of President Xi Jinping’s 2015

public reassurance in the White House Rose
Garden that China would not militarize the land
features it was building in the South China Sea.

Beijing focused criticism on the US freedom of
navigation operation patrols challenging
Chinese territorial claims in the South China
Sea, which have been much more frequent in the
Trump administration as opposed to the Obama
administration; and on the related more active
US warship presence and B-52 bomber patrols
contesting China’s claims and influence. It
charged that the US and not China is militarizing
the South China Sea, thereby underlining its
emphasis in discussions with ASEAN countries
on a Code of Conduct that the South China Sea
disputes should be addressed by the countries
concerned and not “outside” powers.

Beijing media criticized the emerging US-
backed Indo-Pacific strategy involving allies
Japan and Australia and close partner India.
Regional observers, including officials in China,
saw US-led pushback against Chinese expansion
in the annual Malabar naval exercises of US,
Japanese, and Indian forces in the Pacific Ocean
near Guam in June; speeches in the US and in
Singapore by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo in
late July and early August detailing $113 million
in new US economic initiatives and $300 million
in security assistance to regional states; the
announcement of an Australia-US-Japan
trilateral partnership to invest in projects in the
Indo-Pacific; and France, Great Britain, and
Japan deploying naval forces in the South China
Sea.

It was obvious to China and others that the US
interest in competing with China in Southeast
Asia and the South China Sea was lower than its
concern with North Korea and other issues. The
Aug. 31 announcement that President Donald
Trump would skip the annual Asian leaders
meetings this fall and send Vice President Mike
Pence instead underlined this priority. Chinese
commentaries and remarks by some Southeast
Asian leaders advised that the Trump
administration’s punitive tariffs and other trade
and investment policies complicated US
leadership in the region and opened
opportunities for China. On the other hand,
Wang Yi seemed anxious in meeting with
Secretary Pompeo on Aug. 3 to show agreement
with the US in the midst of an escalating trade
war and strong differences over the South China
Sea, China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and other
problems. He avowed that he and Pompeo
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“reached an agreement on major direction,”
adding that Pompeo approved of that direction
and hoped that the current friction would not
continue.

Unfortunately for those in Beijing and elsewhere
seeking an easing of US pushback against China,
the 2019 National Defense Authorization Act FY,
the most important foreign policy and national
security legislation of 2018, passed the Congress
and was signed by the president in August
replete with provisions making US challenges to
China, including several involving countering
Chinese expansion in the South China Sea, a
matter of law. The legislation showed the depth
and breadth of congressional antipathy toward
China on economic matters, Chinese espionage
and influence operations in the US, and military
affairs, reinforcing the Trump administration’s
security strategy that views China as the
principal danger to US national security. For
many Chinese commentators, the outlook was a
new Cold War in which intensified competition
in Southeast Asia figured prominently.

In addition to push-back against Chinese
expansion from the US and other powers outside
Southeast Asia, Singapore took aim at overt and
covert Chinese influence operations in the
country. A highlight was Ambassador-at-Large
Bilahari Kausikan’s commentary in the Straits
Times on July 1 providing a primer to the
Singapore public on how China tries behind-
the-scenes manipulation of opinion in its favor
and often not in ways favored by the Singapore
government. The Chinese ambassador published
a rebuke of Kausikan’s charges.

Bilateral relations
Malaysia

A challenge to China’s ambitions in Southeast
Asia came with newly elected Malaysian Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamad’s decision to halt
the $20 billion East Coast Rail Link China was
building in Malaysia and two energy pipelines
worth $2.3 billion being constructed there by
Chinese firms. The new Malaysian government
said Malaysia could not afford these projects and
criticized the alleged corrupt practices of the
previous government, whose prime minister is
under arrest, for responsibility for such
overreach.

Prime Minister Mahathir visited China for five
days in August and met President Xi and Prime

Minister Li Keqiang. Chinese reports of the
meetings were positive and did not mention the
halted Chinese projects. Mahathir and his
Chinese hosts emphasized the longstanding
cooperative  Sino-Malaysian  relationship.
Routine Chinese commentary on the visit played
down the importance of the halted projects
while highlighting new economic cooperation
agreements signed during Mahathir’s visit.
Mahathir told the media that Chinese leaders
“understand our problem” of too much debt. He
highlighted that Malaysia would pay a “quite
substantial” amount for ending the railway
project and added that Malaysia could revive the
projects if they become viable in the future. As
he left China, there was no announced
understanding or agreement on how the halted
projects would be handled by the two countries.

The Philippines: Duterte on the defensive over tilt
toward China

Anniversaries of the July 12, 2016 decision of the
arbitral panel against China’s South China Sea
claims in a case brought by the former
Philippines government and of President
Rodrigo Duterte’s inauguration of June 30, 2016
prompted demonstrations against and
substantial media criticism of Duterte. He was
seen as misguided and inept in pursuing close
relations with China at the expense of the
Philippines’ victory in the arbitral decision. A
widely reported public opinion survey in late
June showed that 87 percent said it was
important that the Philippines regain control of
islands occupied by China in what the
Philippines calls “the West Philippines Sea.”
Bloomberg reported in July that almost two years
after China pledged $24 billion in investments
in the Philippines, barely any projects had
materialized, prompting deepening concern
that Duterte has undermined the country’s
sovereignty with little to show in return. It
reported that of 277 deals signed during Duterte’s
October 2016 visit to China, the Philippines
completed only one loan agreement with China
worth $73 million to fund an irrigation project.
Commentary in reaction stressed various causes
for the delays in China’s following through with
promised assistance. The impact of this mix of
views on optics in the Philippines regarding
Duterte’s turn toward China remain uncertain.

The president’s Cabinet members came to his
defense, however. Foreign Affairs Secretary Alan
Peter Cayetano in late May depicted Duterte as
resolute in defending Philippines sovereignty
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against China. He claimed the president had
drawn “red lines” in the South China Sea that if
crossed by China would result in war with the
Philippines. They included China engaging in
island building in Scarborough Shoal,
attempting to remove the grounded Philippine
warship on Second Thomas Shoal, or harassing
Filipino soldiers resupplying outposts in the
South China Sea.

Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana told the
media in July that as a result of Duterte’s
interchange with President Xi, Philippine
fishermen have returned to Scarborough Shoal,
Philippines troops on island outposts are
supplied without interference, and an
agreement was made that both parties cannot
occupy new features in the disputed South China
Sea. He added that tourism and trade flourish
and there is the possibility of joint development
of gas and oil resources in the area. Meanwhile
the Philippines renovation of an airfield runway
for military aircraft on one of its outposts in the
South China was brought to the attention of the
Chinese Defense Department spokesperson at a
news conference in late May, who offered a
reminder that the two countries should “work in
the same direction to jointly maintain peace and
stability.”

In August, the announcement by the Philippines
Armed Forces chief of staff that Chinese security
forces routinely harass Philippines patrol
missions in the Spratly Islands was followed by
strong statements from Duterte warning against
possible armed conflict with China. The Chinese
Foreign Ministry spokesperson responded that
Beijing was justified in taking “necessary steps
to respond to foreign aircraft and ships that
deliberately get close to or make incursions into
the air and waters near China’s relevant
islands.” Duterte averred on Aug. 21 that “one
day” he would assert Philippine rights against
China under the terms of the July 2016 arbitral
panel decision.

On the positive side, China reacted calmly to the
grounding of a Philippine Navy frigate on a
shoal in the South China Sea on Aug. 29. The
Foreign Ministry spokesperson said on Aug. 31
that China and the Philippines were in
communication and Chinese Coast Guard vessels
were “at the scene” as Philippine ships worked
to retrieve the frigate. Earlier in the month, the
Philippines foreign minister said that President
Xi is expected to visit the Philippines later in the

year and the two governments were working to
fix a date for the trip.

Vietnam: continuing tensions in China relations

Vietnam reportedly remains the most active
ASEAN member seeking to get ASEAN to take
positions on the South China Sea in line with
Vietnam’s claims and opposed by China. In June,
the CSIS Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative
reported that Vietnam continued modest
expansion of its outposts in the Spratly Islands.
In early July, Vietnamese media disclosed that
the Hanoi government made a complaint to
Facebook over a map it used depicting disputed
South China Sea islands claimed by Vietnam as
Chinese territory. In response, Facebook
changed the map with the islands no longer
marked as Chinese territory. In late July, the
Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson said
that the Chinese government had pressed
Vietnam to “correct the mistake” of allowing
Taiwan firms in the country to fly the Taiwan
flag to distinguish them from mainland
companies that were targeted by anti-China
protesters. In the widespread anti-China riots
that followed China’s placing an oil rig in
Vietnam-claimed waters in 2014, many Taiwan
businesses were erroneously attacked and
damaged by Vietnamese protestors seeking to
damage China’s businesses in the country.

The most serious anti-China protests in
Vietnam since 2014 came in mid-June, caused
by a proposed Vietnamese law on special
economic zones that provides a legal basis for
three special economic zones (SEZs) allowing
foreign investors to lease land for up to 99 years.
The demonstrators feared the law would open
the way to Chinese investors’ domination of
SEZs and control Vietnamese land. Under public
pressure, the Vietnamese government decided
to delay a vote on the draft law until the next
session of the National Assembly in October. It
was reported that 100 protestors were arrested
and dozens of police were injured.

In contrast and emphasizing the positive, Xi
Jinping was upbeat in greeting a top Vietnamese
Communist Party leader visiting China in
August. He said that the past decade has seen
“great progress” in China-Vietnam relations,
“the good momentum” has been consolidated,
and China was ready to work with Vietnam in
talks on “major issues of overall strategic
important” in the process of moving relations
forward “on the right track.”
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Australia: signs of improved China relations

China continues measured criticism of
Canberra’s strong support for US-backed
initiatives to compete with China, contest
Beijing’s claims and actions in the South China
Sea, and strengthen relations with Southeast
Asia as part of the Trump administration’s
developing Indo-Pacific strategy. And it has
reacted negatively to the Australian debate over
the past year on covert Chinese influence
operations in the country, leading to major
legislation to protect against adverse foreign
penetration. The decline in relations affected
trade in Australian commodities, academic
exchanges, tourism, and other areas, prompting
Beijing to rebuff ministerial visits from
Australia.

Chinese officials and media commentary put the
onus on Australia to improve the relationship.
Meeting with Australian Foreign Minister Julie
Bishop on the sidelines of the G20 foreign
minister meeting in Argentina on May 28,
Foreign Minister Wang Yi urged Canberra to
take a proactive approach to improve the
relationship. Official Chinese media reporting
on the meeting viewed the visit of the Australian
trade minister to Shanghai earlier that month as
an effort to mend ties with China. It said that
Bishop told Wang that Australia “is willing to
show goodwill, rationally manage bilateral
disputes, avoid misjudgments and continue to
promote bilateral ties.”

The so-called “reset” in the Australian
government’s approach to China reached a
highpoint in a conciliatory speech by Prime
Minister Malcolm Turnbull on Aug. 7 to an
academic audience including the Chinese
ambassador and a large delegation from China.
Chinese official media positively noted the
speech. Ruan Zongze from the Foreign
Ministry-affiliated China Institute of
International Studies publicly commended the
speech, urging a “course correction” in
Australia’s China policy. Concurrent Chinese
reports said that trade in Australian wines,
which fell markedly during the past year,
rebounded. And on Aug. 1 the Australian defense
minister said China would join 26 other
countries in military exercises hosted by
Australia later in the month.

Australia’s China policy reset is contending with
a new set of problems in the South Pacific.
Heightened concern in Australia over the

negative strategic implications of Chinese-
supported development of a new wharf in
Vanuatu and a proposed undersea cable installed
by the Chinese company Huawei (viewed as a
security danger by the Australian government)
for the Solomon Islands prompted Canberra to
install the cable, to increase aid by 18 percent in
this year’s budget, and to increase diplomatic
attention to the region. Foreign Minister Bishop
and Labor Party shadow minister Penny Wong
visited three Pacific Island states in June. Bishop
told the media that China’s construction of
roads, ports, airports, and other infrastructure
in the region had triggered concern that Pacific
Island nations may be saddled with
unsustainable debts. She said that Australia,
long the largest aid provider in the Pacific
Islands, wanted to remain “the main partner of
choice.”

The durability of the Australian reset with China
was in question as a result of a contentious
power struggle within the ruling coalition in
August that overthrew the government of Prime
Minister Turnbull and prompted the resignation
of Foreign Minister Bishop. A decision of the
Australian government on Aug. 23 to ban
Chinese companies Huawei and ZTE from
providing technology for Australia’s 5G network
because of security concerns prompted the
Foreign Ministry’s spokesperson’s ‘“serious
concern,” marking a new hurdle to restoring
better Sino-Australian ties.

Myanmar: more uncertainty ahead

Relations between China and Myanmar were
marked by greater uncertainty over the summer
months as a result of the ongoing border
conflict, a review of key economic bilateral
deals, and the latest UN report on the Rohingya
crisis.

In early May, following fresh conflict between
Myanmar armed forces and the armed militia of
the Kachin Independence Army and the Ta’ang
National Liberation Army in Muse, northern
Myanmar, the Chinese embassy in Myanmar
intervened and called for all sides to exercise
restraint and an immediate ceasefire. In its
strongest statement to date, China indicated its
firm opposition to any attempt to undermine
peace and stability along the China-Myanmar
border and any act deliberately obstructing the
Myanmar peace process.
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In June and July, there were at least four senior-
level meetings between the Chinese and
Myanmar government that were held in either
Beijing or Nay Pyi Taw. This included in early
June Myanmar’s State Councilor Aung San Suu
Kyi’s discussion with Chinese Defense Minister
Wei Fenghe on bilateral strategic and security
relations. Subsequently, Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi also met senior Myanmar
officials to discuss Myanmar’s peace dialogue
process and national reconciliation efforts. In
July, senior officials discussed cooperation on
law enforcement along the border and
increasing security ties and communication.
Chinese Politburo members also traveled to Nay
Pyi Taw to meet Suu Kyi in early July to
strengthen party-to-party ties and the peace
process in Myanmar. Ensuring border security
and stability has been at the forefront of
bilateral security discussions, especially as the
Chinese government presses its counterparts in
Myanmar to increase restraint and to prevent
humanitarian crises along the two countries’
borders.

The Financial Times reported that the Myanmar
government is reviewing a number of large-
scale infrastructure projects tied to the Chinese
government, including a $9 billion port project
in Kyaukpyu, located in Myanmar’s western
Rakhine state and home to hundreds of
thousands of displaced Rohingya. Myanmar
officials reviewing the deal fear the high costs
associated with the project, and that a default on
its debt could cede control of the port to China.
The port is a critical gateway for China to engage
in a direct trading route to the Indian Ocean,
bypassing the Malacca Strait. It would also
decrease Beijing’s strategic vulnerabilities as it
diversifies its transport and energy supply
routes, a key consideration of the BRI in
Myanmar.

According to the report, sources within Suu
Kyi’s government have indicated that Myanmar
is seeking to pare down costs since the risk of
defaulting on the debt would turn the project
into a “Chinese-owned port.” Similar concerns
have manifested elsewhere in the region. For
instance, the Sri Lankan government ceded
control over its strategic port at Hambantota to
the Chinese government in 2017 on a 99-year
lease after defaulting on its debts. More
recently, Malaysia has raised similar concerns
over the sustainability and cost-effectiveness of
large-scale projects backed by the Chinese
government. The Myanmar government has

been attempting to wean itself from China’s
excessive economic influence. It suspended the
$1.5 billion Myitsone dam project in northern
Myanmar in 2011, citing the project’s
environmental and social impact.

But, the latest UN human rights report on the
state of the Rohingya in Myanmar could change
Myanmar’s calculus in assessing relations with
China, especially when international
condemnation has put a negative spotlight on
Myanmar. The report condemned and held
Myanmar’s military leaders responsible for
genocidal acts and crimes against humanity in
the crisis.

China and Russia have scuttled previous UN
Security Council efforts to condemn and punish
Myanmar for the crisis. Following the release of
the report, China again urged caution in the
Security Council and called for more time and
diplomacy for the Myanmar government to
resolve the humanitarian conflict, rather than
referring Myanmar’s military leaders to the
International Criminal Court. China has
attempted to broker talks between Bangladesh
and Myanmar to resolve the crisis but has made
limited headway. While China may have less at
stake in the Rohingya crisis, it is keen to
minimize external involvement in the crisis,
with concerns that a precedent may be set for
international intervention in other border
conflicts, including the unrest along the China-
Myanmar border.

It remains to be seen the extent to which China-
Myanmar ties may change, but developments in
this reporting period suggest both sides have
concerns and interests that may require
pragmatic adjustments as bilateral ties evolve.

Outlook

Broad China-US rivalry on trade, espionage,
influence operations, and strategic competition
seems likely to continue to complicate China’s
rising influence in Southeast Asia. Meanwhile,
President Trump’s avowed unpredictability,
disruptive use of punitive tariffs, and episodic
commitment to advancing US interests in the
region add to an uncertain outlook regarding the
impact of strategic competition on China and its
influence on and relationship with Southeast
Asia.
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CHRONOLOGY OF CHINA-SOUTHEAST
ASIA RELATIONS

MAY - AUGUST 2018

May 5, 2018: Philippine news media report
Manila’s concerns over China’s installation of
antiship and surface-to-air defense systems in
the Spratly Islands. Officials in Manila indicate
they are monitoring and verifying the situation
and confident the missiles are not directed
against the Philippines.

May 7, 2018: Chinese Premier Li Keqiang meets
Indonesian President Joko Widodo in Bogor,
Indonesia. They discuss bilateral relations as the
two countries mark the fifth anniversary of the
establishment of a comprehensive strategic
partnership. Areas of cooperation include areas
of complementarity between China’s Belt and
Road Initiative and Indonesia’s Global Maritime
Fulcrum concept to strengthen bilateral and
regional economic ties.

May 9, 2018: China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
issues a statement congratulating Malaysia’s
Prime Minister-elect Mahathir Mohamad,
indicating that the Malaysian leader made many
“important contributions” in the development
of relations and that it hopes to consolidate and
further enhance the bilateral comprehensive
strategic partnership with Malaysia.

May 30-31, 2018: Yi Xianliang, director general
of the Department of Boundary and Ocean
Affairs of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, leads a delegation to Manila to discuss
the South China Sea. Both sides agree to manage
maritime disputes through continued and
sustained dialogue and diplomatic negotiation.

June 18, 2018: Chinese State Councilor and
Defense Minister Wei Fenghe visits Phnom Penh
and meets Prime Minister Hun Sen. The
discussion focus on key areas of pragmatic
cooperation in the military, defense, and
security sectors.

June 30, 2018: Chinese Vice Premier Han Zheng
meets Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister Teo
Chee Hean in Beijing to discuss deepening
bilateral business, trade, and economic ties
within the regional Belt and Road Initiative
framework.

July 11, 2018: China Railway No. 8 Engineering
Group, a state-owned enterprise responsible for
the construction of the China-Laos railway,
marks a milestone in completing two cross-
Mekong bridges in Laos. The railway is expected
to be fully operational in December 2021.

Aug. 1, 2018: Chinese State Councilor and
Foreign Minister Wang Yi visits Kuala Lumpur
to convey Beijing’s priority for deepening
bilateral cooperation.

Aug. 2, 2018: Chinese and ASEAN foreign
ministers agree to a draft code of conduct for the
disputed South China Sea. Singapore’s Foreign
Minister Vivian Balakrishnan chairs the meeting
and indicates that the draft is a collective first
step in aligning regional priorities and
preferences in reducing conflict in the maritime
dispute and to ensuring greater stability in the
region.

Aug. 1-4, 2018: Regional leaders and foreign
ministers meet in Singapore for the ASEAN Plus
One (China), ASEAN Plus Three (China, Japan,
and Korea), East Asia Summit, and the ASEAN
Regional Forum.

Aug. 17-21, 2018: Malaysian PM Mohamad visits
Beijing and meets senior leadership, including
President Xi and Premier Li. Mahathir reiterates
his position that a number of large scale
infrastructure projects with China will be
canceled or subject to further review as they are
not financially sustainable.
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Beijing has ratcheted up pressure on President Tsai Ing-wen, while also promoting Taiwan’s integration
with China. In response, Tsai has strengthened ties with major powers and modestly increased support
for defense. Despite Chinese and domestic pressures, Tsai has adhered to her cross-strait policy.
Taiwan’s November local elections could have implications for the 2020 presidential election and future
cross-strait relations. Beijing remains concerned about US policy toward Taiwan. The Trump
administration has taken steps to support Taiwan, but the president appears at times to see Taiwan as
an element useful in US-China negotiations. The American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) dedicated its new
office building in Taiwan, but no Cabinet official participated.
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Beijing increases pressure

The big picture has changed little since the fall
of 2016. Cross-strait relations remain stuck in
an unproductive impasse. President Tsai Ing-
wen is not prepared to accept a One-China
framework despite Beijing’s increasing
pressure, and Beijing is unwilling to be flexible
on this core principle. In the absence of
dialogue, problems arise that strain relations
and deepen mutual suspicions. Nevertheless,
the past four months have seen significant
developments.

Beijing continues to ratchet up diplomatic,
commercial, and social pressure to deter
independence and induce President Tsai to
accept the 1992 consensus on One China. The
PLA has continued to conduct military exercises
near Taiwan, often publicizing them for
propaganda purposes. In May, CCTV streamed
footage of an amphibious training exercise near
the Strait. PLA aircraft continued “island
encircling exercises” and Navy ships transited
the Strait. In July, the PLA conducted a large but
routine six-day joint service exercise along the
Zhejiang coast.

Once again this year, Beijing blocked Taipei’s
receiving an observer invitation to the World
Health Assembly (WHA) in May and blamed the
Democratic Progressive Party’s (DPP) refusal to
accept the 1992 Consensus for this outcome.
Taipei’s allies again presented a resolution
calling for Taiwan to be invited, which received
somewhat broader support, but was defeated.
Taipei’s health minister, Chen Shih-chung,
traveled to Geneva to advance Taiwan’s case,
met extensively with other representatives, and
received an award from the private World
Federation of Public Health Associations for his
work supporting the WHO’s Global Heath
Charter. Despite being banned, Taipei
announced May 26 a donation of $1 million to
the WHO to fight the Ebola virus.

Beijing significantly increased efforts to
persuade Taipei’s remaining diplomatic allies to
recognize the PRC. On April 30, the Dominican
Republic established diplomatic relations with
Beijing. On May 24, Burkino Faso announced it
was terminating relations with Taipei. Two days
later, Ouagadougou established diplomatic
relations with Beijing. In a break with past
practice, at the accompanying press conference,
Foreign Minister Wang Yi publicly called for
Taiwan’s one remaining ally in Africa, eSwatini
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(formerly Swaziland), to follow suit by joining
the international trend to accept Beijing’s One
China principle.

This quick succession of events particularly
angered President Tsai. She lashed out at
“China’s serial acts of suppression” and China’s
use of dollar diplomacy to lure away Taiwan’s
allies. She said China’s actions challenge
Taiwan’s bottom line and damage cross-strait
relations. There is ample evidence of further
efforts to undermine Taiwan diplomatically. On
Aug. 21, Taipei unilaterally severed its
diplomatic relations with El Salvador, saying
that San Salvador had asked Taipei for an
astronomical sum of foreign aid and support for
the ruling party’s election expenses. This step
occurred hours before El Salvador established
diplomatic relations with Beijing. Tsai again
harshly criticized China, charging that its
actions violated Taiwan’s bottom line, which
she defined as the sovereignty of the Republic of
China (Taiwan).

X | L
Figure 1El Salvador's Foreign Minister Carlos Castaneda
shakes hands with China's Foreign Minister Wang Yi in

Beijing on August 21. Photo: CNN

Beijing has significantly increased pressure on
foreign businesses to comply with Beijing’s
views about Taiwan. Social media pressures in
China forced the GAP company to apologize for
a T-shirt with a map of China that did not
include Taiwan. In April, the Civil Aviation
Administration (CAA) sent letters to some 40
foreign airlines with instructions on how they
should refer to Taiwan. It would no longer to be
sufficient to avoid listing Taiwan as a country;
firms must use language that indicates Taiwan
is part of China. Some have speculated that
netizen pressure forced the government’s hand;
the specificity in the CAA instruction indicates
official commitment to this course. The White
House condemned this “political correctness”
as “Orwellian nonsense.” The Taiwan Affairs
Office (TAO) explained that companies doing
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business in China must respect China’s
sovereignty and territorial integrity. Conscious
of the China market, most airlines complied.
The US government publicly and privately
objected to Beijing’s requiring private
companies to accept its views. The main US
airlines initially chose to only designate their
destination in Taiwan as Taipei (TPE), which the
CAA characterized as an incomplete response.
In late August, United Airlines used currency
names to refer to China, Taiwan and Hong Kong
and Macau. How this issue will end is not yet
clear.

While transiting Los Angeles in August,
President Tsai stopped at an 85°C Bakery Café, a
Taiwanese chain with outlets also in China.
Netizens in China accused Café of supporting
Taiwan independence. The chain issued a
statement supporting the 1992 Consensus,
which disappointed some Taiwanese clients
without satisfying those in China. The netizen
campaign continued, the company was hacked
and delivery services dropped Café from their
platforms. The company’s stock plunged. In
this instance of pressure on companies, the
netizens were the driving force.

Sports was another area in which Beijing
significantly increased pressure on Taiwan. At
a meeting of the East Asia Olympic Committee
(EAOC) convened by Beijing in July, the EAOC
decided to revoke its 2014 decision designating
Taichung as host for the 2019 East Asian Youth
Games. The TAO said this step was justified
because the DPP administration had allowed a
proposal to have a referendum advocating that
Taipei participate in the 2020 Olympics under
the name Taiwan to proceed through the
required signature collection phase. Taichung,
now led by a DPP mayor who had spent nearly
$20 million on the required facilities, appealed
the decision. The appeal was rejected. Beijing
also sought to have the Asia Rugby Council
cancel Taipei’s hosting of the Asia Under-19
tournament in Taipei, but this was rejected.
And, Beijing pressured organizers of the first
Gay Games in Paris to require Taipei not to use
the name Taiwan. When the games opened Aug.
6, however, Taiwan’s team entered carrying the
ROC flag and a banner proclaiming Taiwan the
first country in Asia to legalize equal marriage.

Beijing’s policy framework

These pressures are in keeping with policies
enunciated at the 19 Party Congress in October
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2017, though specific punitive actions are never
mentioned in policy statements. General
Secretary Xi Jinping has left implementation to
others. His one recent engagement with respect
to Taiwan was a meeting with former KMT
Chairman Lien Chan in July. Xi predictably
emphasized the centrality of one China and the
1992 Consensus and reiterated Beijing’s
determination to oppose and deter Taiwan
independence. Pressure on Taiwan is to further
those interests, with the military exercises
described as underlining opposition to
independence.

Xi also reiterated the peaceful development of
cross-strait relations, particularly Beijing’s new
incentives to facilitate Taiwanese living and
working on the mainland. These United Front
measures are designed to further integrate
Taiwan with the mainland. Various cities and
provinces have announced the steps they have
taken to implement the “31 Incentives.” In
June, Beijing convened its annual Straits Forum,
which brought some 8,000 participants from
Taiwan, many at Beijing’s expense, to Fujian for
programs about Beijing’s peaceful development
programs. In August, Fujian province began
supplying water through a pipeline to Kinmen
under a 30-year contract. Also in August,
Beijing announced that Taiwanese, along with
people from Hong Kong and Macau, would no
longer have to obtain a work permit to hold a job
in China. From Sept. 1, Taiwanese, again along
with those from Hong Kong and Macau, will be
eligible to obtain PRC residence cards. These
new cards will make it easier for holders to
perform a host of daily tasks in China. However,
the cards are an element in China’s domestic
surveillance system containing the holder’s
photo, fingerprints, and 18-digit identification
number.

TAO Director Liu Jieyi has recently taken
particular care to show his loyalty to General
Secretary Xi. For example, when the TAO
announced the new residence card, the first
point made was that the policy would “sincerely
carry out the important views of General
Secretary Xi Jinping concerning Taiwan affairs
work.” In July, Liu authored a lengthy article
entitled “Thoroughly Study Xi Jinping’s
Thought on Party Building; Comprehensively
Implement Party Building in the Taiwan Affairs
System.” Liu clearly is attuned to Beijing’s
political winds.
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Tsai’s policy and domestic pressures

President Tsai has reacted to Beijing’ pressure
by asserting that Taipei will not succumb to
coercion. She has reiterated her commitment to
preserve the status quo of peace and stability,
which she charges Beijing is undermining. She
has called for both sides to work to restore trust
and urged talks without political preconditions.
Premier Lai Ching-te has repeated the
commitment to conduct relations according to
the Constitution and Cross-Strait Statute.
However, he continued at times to refer to
himself as a worker for Taiwan independence.

Beijing’s offensive has kept Taipei in a defensive
posture. Tsai’s strategy in response has been to
improve relations with major powers,
particularly the US and Japan. The
administration has expressed appreciation for
US support. Taipei has also persisted in
strengthening regional ties through its New
Southbound Policy (NSP). Concerned about
further diplomatic setbacks, Tsai visited
diplomatic allies Paraguay and Belize in August
and invited other allies to Taiwan. She has also
continued her attention to Taiwan’s defense,
attending events to highlight Taiwan’s
indigenous defense programs. She supported a
modest (5.6 percent) increase in defense
spending in the 2019 budget. Premier Lai has
taken the lead in pursuing efforts to strengthen
the economy, with particular attention to
cooperation with US high-tech firms and
preparations for possible negotiations to join
the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).

Taipei took steps to counter Beijing’s United
Front efforts. The Mainland Affairs Council
(MAC) has more carefully scrutinized PRC
official visitors and has denied travel by some
TAO and United Front personnel. Taipei
prosecutors have investigated the China
Unification Promotion Party (CUPP), led by ex-
gangster Chang An-lo, to determine whether it
is receiving financial support from China. In
June, prosecutors indicted New Party
spokesman Wang Bing-chung on espionage,
alleging cooperation with convicted PRC spy
Zhou Hongxu and accepting financial support
from the TAO to operate a website. Premier Lai
has urged the public to beware of fake news and
United Front efforts to hack or influence the
November elections.
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Beijing’s pressure on Taiwan has stimulated
domestic pressures on President Tsai. The KMT
opposition has faulted the DPP for its diplomatic
failures and urged adoption of the 1992
Consensus, but it has also criticized Beijing for
suppressing Taiwan internationally. The New
Power Party (NPP) too criticized Beijing, but
attacked Tsai for being too soft on China. The
NPP urged Tsai to drop support for the status
quo, to promote the island internationally as
“Taiwan,” and to revise the ROC constitution.
Beijing’s canceling of Taichung’s hosting of the
2019 East Asia Youth Games has fired up the
Team Taiwan 2020 campaign to garner
signatures for its proposed referendum on using
the name Taiwan at the 2020 Olympic Summer
Games. This is a quixotic campaign because the
I0C has informed Taipei that it must continue
using the name “Chinese Taipei.” But the effort
will be politically important. The Formosa
Alliance, whose leaders include former
presidents Lee Teng-hui and Chen Shui-bian
and NPP Chairman Huang Kuo-chang, held its
first meeting in June to promote a separate
referendum campaign to amend the
Referendum Act to permit a referendum on
Taiwan independence in 2020.

At the DPP Congress in July, one delegate
proposed to delete the Independence Clause in
the 1991 DPP Charter. This is a step that had
been given some consideration in the past and
that many in Beijing would see as positive.
However in this period of hostile actions by
Beijing, the proposal was promptly and
unanimously defeated.

President Tsai has not changed her cross-strait
policy but adjusts her language to
circumstances. When being careful, she speaks
of Mainland China. In her, at times, angry
responses to diplomatic setbacks, she speaks of
China and Taiwan. Beijing sees such words as
reflecting her pro-independence views. Tsai
and MAC Chairman Chen Ming-tong have
repeatedly contrasted Taiwan’s democracy with
Beijing’s authoritarianism. Tsai did this in a
tough statement on June 4 that also contrasted
Beijing’s unwillingness to confront the
Tiananmen tragedy with Taiwan’s current
transitional justice process examining Taiwan’s
authoritarian period. In a subsequent interview
with AFP, Tsai called for democracies to unite in
resisting China. The MAC continued appealing
for the release of imprisoned Taiwanese
democracy activist Lee Ming-che. And, the MAC
has been more active in criticizing Beijing’s
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action toward Hong Kong and in expressing
support for democratic and localist politicians in
Hong Kong. To a large extent, these are feel-
good actions, but ones that resonate with the
DPP base.

November local elections

On Nov. 24, voters in Taiwan will elect
candidates for thousands of municipal, county,
and township posts as part of island-wide “9-
in-1" local elections. The mayoral races for
Taiwan’s six most populous municipalities are
the most significant and hotly contested, with
campaigning already underway. While each
candidate’s local appeal will have the largest
bearing on the outcome of individual races, the
overall results will be an important indicator of
DPP, KMT, and third-party support in the lead-
up to the 2020 presidential and legislative
elections just 14 months later.

The DPP is seeking to defend its historic gains
from the 2014 local elections and, in the most
optimistic outcome, capture New Taipei City.
The party is confident most of its incumbents
will win re-election. Opinion polls indicate
popular DPP Taoyuan mayor Cheng Wen-tsan
will coast to victory in a three-way race against
his KMT opponent and an independent still
smarting over her narrow loss in the KMT
primary. In Taichung, DPP mayor Lin Jia-long’s
handling of the East Asian Youth Games incident
appears to have boosted his popularity as he
heads into a tight re-election race. DPP
candidates in the party’s strongholds of Tainan
and Kaohsiung face no serious KMT opposition
as they seek to replace outgoing DPP mayors.

The KMT is endeavoring to reverse its recent
electoral failures and win back the Taipei
mayor’s office from independent Ko Wen-je,
maintain its hold on New Taipei City, and
perform well in central Taiwan. The party
nominated New Taipei Deputy Mayor Hou You-
yi and Legislative Yuan legislator Lu Shiow-yen
as its mayoral candidates for New Taipei and
Taichung, respectively. Both are perceived as
strong candidates. Meanwhile, the KMT has
sought to consolidate support among its base by
opposing the Tsai administration’s pension cuts
for military personnel, teachers, and civil
servants that went in effect in July.

The DPP decided not to back independent Taipei

mayor Ko Wen-je in his reelection bid. The DPP
party chapter in Taipei opposed supporting Ko
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because he had repeatedly voiced support for Xi
Jinping’s slogan “one cross-strait family.”
Although the party leadership feared running a
separate candidate risked throwing the race to
the KMT, it agreed to nominate the DPP’s
Pasuya Yao. Some DPP officials in the Taipei city
government, however, support Ko’s reelection.
Despite the DPP’s abandonment of him, Ko has
garnered robust grassroots support for his
campaign and continues to lead his closest rival,
KMT candidate Ting Shou-chung, in most polls.
A decisive win could whet Mayor Ko’s interest in
the 2020 presidential election.

The DPP’s local candidates have embraced
President Tsai’s reform program and welcomed
her at campaign events. At the DPP’s national
congress in July, Tsai framed the election as a
battle between proponents and opponents of
reform. Some DPP candidates, however, have
quietly expressed concern that the party’s
pension, labor, and agricultural reforms will
rally the KMT base and make the election
significantly tighter than in 2014. An outcome
in which the party’s candidates win in four
major cities and most counties would
consolidate Tsai’s position and avoid internal
dissention. Nevertheless, given the magnitude
of the DPP’s 2014 victory, some slippage is to be
expected.

The KMT is hoping to capitalize on the Tsai
government’s low approval ratings, but the
party continues to be plagued by low popularity,
factional infighting, and financial difficulties.
Former KMT candidates have also decided to run
as independents in competitive races for Chiayi
mayor and Hsinchu county commissioner due to
their unhappiness with the party’s primary
selection process. The KMT continues to face
cash flow problems thanks to the freeze of its
assets by the Ill-gotten Party Assets Settlement
Committee.

The pro-reform, pro-independence New Power
Party, which did not exist at the time of the 2014
local elections, is running 34 city and county
council candidates, competing with the DPP for
younger voters. Should the party elect a large
proportion of its candidates, that would be a step
toward consolidating its position as the third
largest party, but far behind the DPP and KMT.

US-Taiwan relations

As Beijing has ratcheted up pressure on the Tsai
government, the Trump administration has
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taken steps to demonstrate US support for
Taiwan. State Department officials responsible
for Taiwan policy denounced China’s poaching
of Burkina Faso and the Dominican Republic in
April and May, charging these actions upset the
cross-strait “status quo.” In July, two US Navy
destroyers passed through the Taiwan Strait in
the first such transit since 2007, an action that
was interpreted as a reaction to PLA exercises.
The White House, on Aug. 23, issued an
unusually pointed statement excoriating El
Salvador’s decision to establish relations with
Beijing and declaring that “The United States
will continue to oppose China’s destabilization
of the cross-Strait relationship and political
interference in the Western Hemisphere.”

Congress also has been active in its efforts to
shore up support for Taiwan. In July and August,
the House and Senate passed the FY 2019
National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA),
which includes a number of provisions aimed at
strengthening US-Taiwan defense ties. The law
requires DOD to conduct a comprehensive
review of Taiwan’s defense capabilities and
provide specific recommendations to Congress
on how the United States can help to improve
the island’s military preparedness. The NDAA
also recommends, inter alia, the timely sale of US
military equipment to Taiwan and exchanges
between senior military officials. Senate
language recommending US military personnel
participate in Taiwan’s annual Han Kuang
exercises was removed from the final version of
the bill. In addition to the NDAA, Sen. Cory
Gardner, chairman of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee’s Asia subcommittee,
announced after Taiwan’s loss of El Salvador,
that he was preparing legislation to discourage
Taiwan’s remaining diplomatic allies from
switching ties. The proposed legislation would
give the State Department authority to
downgrade ties with those countries that
abandon Taipei.

The American Institute in Taiwan (AIT)
dedicated its new $250 million building complex
in Taipei on June 12. President Tsai, former
President Ma, and several members of the
current DPP Cabinet attended the ceremony. The
Trump administration dispatched Assistant
Secretary of State for Educational and Cultural
Affairs Marie Royce, who joined AIT Chairman
James Moriarty and Representative Gregg
Harper at the ceremony. In his remarks,
Moriarty called the building “a testament to the
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strong U.S. commitment to Taiwan, the close
and cooperative ties between our people, and the
enduring friendship between the United States
and Taiwan.”

Figure 2Remarks by Chairman James Moriarty at the
Dedication Ceremony of AlT’s New Office Complex. Photo:
AIT

There was speculation in the lead-up to the
ceremony that the Trump administration might
send a senior executive branch official such as
National Security Advisor John Bolton or even a
Cabinet member, especially in light of passage
of the Taiwan Travel Act in March. Why the
administration did not send a high-ranking
official is unclear. The week prior to the
ceremony, the South China Morning Post reported
that Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, when
in Beijing for trade negotiations in May, notified
his Chinese interlocutors that President Trump
would refrain from sending a Cabinet member.
Separately, Trump would be meeting with Kim
Jong Un in Singapore, also on June 12. The
president’s desired optics surrounding that
summit may have influenced his decision to not
send a high-profile representative for the AIT
building dedication on the same day. Either way,
it was Trump who decided not to send a Cabinet
official.

The State Department arranged for President
Tsai to receive exceptionally courteous
treatment when transiting Los Angeles and
Houston en route to and from Taiwan’s
diplomatic allies Paraguay and Belize in August.
As usual, Beijing opposed Tsai being allowed
such transits. In southern California, she
delivered her first public remarks in the US at
the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. In
Houston, Tsai became the first sitting Taiwan
president to enter a US federal building when
she toured NASA facilities. Throughout these
visit-like “transits,” the Taiwan press was able
to report on Tsai’s activities in real time, a
benefit recommended in the Taiwan Travel Act.
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The courtesies were extended as a response to
Beijing’s actions against Taiwan.

There are indications that the Trump
administration sees a place for Taiwan within its
unfolding Indo-Pacific regional strategy. At a
Heritage Foundation event in July, Assistant
Secretary of Defense for Asian and Pacific Affairs
Randy Shriver called Taiwan a “partner” that
“can make valuable contributions” in
promoting a free and open Indo-Pacific.
Reflecting longstanding US concerns that
Taiwan is spending too little on defense,
Principal Deputy Secretary of Defense for Asian
and Pacific Affairs David Helvey remarked at a
think tank event in June that Taiwan’s role in
the Indo-Pacific strategy is maintaining the
“right type of investment” in military
capabilities to ensure the “right type of
deterrence and balance” across the Taiwan
Strait.

Looking ahead

While cross-strait issues are not significant
factors in local elections, the results in
November will have implications for future
cross-strait relations. Significant DPP losses
would likely trigger a challenge to Tsai’s
leadership and further complicate cross-strait
relations. The KMT’s results may indicate
whether it can continue as a constructive
counterpart for the CCP. A big Ko Wen-je win in
Taipei would inject him into the 2020
presidential contest, and that would be a
significant new element.

The steps Beijing may take to further isolate
Taiwan and pressure Tsai bear watching. How
Taiwan may be affected by the US-China trade
confrontation is an open question.
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CHRONOLOGY OF CHINA-TAIWAN
RELATIONS

MAY - AUGUST 2018

April 30, 2018: China and Dominican Republic
establish diplomatic relations.

May 5, 2018: White House criticizes Beijing’s
pressure on airlines as “Orwellian nonsense.”

May 7, 2018: Beijing states Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP) is responsible for Taipei
not being invited to World Health Assembly
(WHA).

May 10, 2018: US-Taiwan Defense Business
Forum is held in Kaohsiung.

May 11, 2018: PLA aircraft encircle Taiwan in
both directions with first SU-35 participation.

May 20, 2018: Solomon Islands Prime Minister
Rick Houenipwela visits Taiwan.

May 21, 2018: Taiwan Health Minister Chen
Shih-chung holds press conference in Geneva
during WHA.

May 22, 2018: The proposal concerning Taiwan
as an observer is rejected at WHA.

May 24, 2018: Burkino Faso terminates
diplomatic relations with Taipei.

May 26, 2018: President Tsai announces $1
million donation to WHO to fight Ebola virus.

May 26, 2018: Sen. Cory Gardner visits Taipei
and meets President Tsai.

May 29, 2018: Haitian President Jovenel Moise
meets President Tsai in Taipei.

June 1,2018: Sen. David Perdue makes brief stop
in Taipei.

June 4, 2018: President Tsai issues strong
statement on Tiananmen anniversary.

June 5,2018: PRC convenes Tenth Straits Forum
in Fujian.
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June 6, 2018: King Mswati III of eSwatini visits
Taipei.

June 12, 2018: AIT dedicates new office building
in Taipei.

June 25, 2018: In AFP interview, President Tsai
calls for democratic countries to unite in
resisting China.

July 1, 2018: Phased pension reductions for civil
servants and military personnel take effect in
Taiwan.

July 7, 2018: Two US Navy Aegis destroyers
transit Taiwan Strait.

July 9, 2018: Taipei announces donation of $1
million to Global Anti-ISIS coalition for
demining.

July 11, 2018: US Environmental Protection
Agency Principle Deputy Assistant Secretary
Jane Nishida visits Taiwan.

July 13, 2018: Xi Jinping receives Lien Chan and
reiterates current cross-strait policy.

July 13, 2018: Foreign Minister Joseph Wu visits
El Salvador, meets President Salvador Sanchez
Ceren.

July 15, 2018: DPP holds annual congress.

July 17, 2018: President Tsai presides at
commissioning of Apache helicopters.

July 18, 2018: Mainland Affairs Council (MAC)
Minister Chen Ming-tong speaks at Heritage
Foundation in Washington.

July 23, 2018: Six-day PLA live-fire exercise
begins off Zhejiang coast.

July 24, 2018: East Asia Olympic Committee

(EAOC) revokes the right of Taichung to host
2019 East Asia Youth games.
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July 26, 2018: Marshall Islands President Hilda
Heine visits Taiwan.

July 28, 2018: Beijing blocks Vienna
performance by Taiwan youth choir.

Aug 5, 2018: Kinmen marks start of Fujian-
Kinmen water supply project.

Aug. 11, 2018: New AIT Director Brent
Christensen arrives in Taipei.

Aug. 13, 2018: President Tsai transits Los
Angeles.

Aug. 13, 2018: Taiwan Curriculum Review
Commission decides to include Chinese history
in East Asia history curriculum.

Aug. 15, 2018: President Tsai attends
inauguration of President Mario Abdo Bernitez
in Paraguay.

Aug. 16, 2018: Beijing announces program to
issue residence cards to residents from Taiwan,
Hong Kong and Macau.

Aug. 17, 2018: President Tsai meets Prime
Minister Dean Barrow in Belize.

Aug. 19, 2018: President Tsai visits Johnson
Space Center during transit of Houston.

Aug. 20, 2018: KMT holds national congress,
vowing to “hit a home run” in local elections.

Aug. 21, 2018: Taipei severs diplomatic relations
with El Salvador.

Aug. 22, 2018: International panel reviews
Taiwan’s first report related to the UN
Convention Against Corruption.

Aug. 23, 2018: White House issues statement on
El Salvador severing ties with Taiwan.

Aug. 30, 2018: Taipei hosts an Indo-Pacific
Security Dialogue conference.
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NORTH KOREA-SOUTH KOREA RELATIONS

SUNSHINE 2.0: GOOD START—
BUT HOW FAR CAN IT GO?

AIDAN FOSTER-CARTER, LEEDS UNIVERSITY, UK

This summer’s flurry of inter-Korean activity has revived but hardly transcended the kinds of interaction
already achieved a decade ago during the “Sunshine” era. There was the return of inter-Korean sports
competition and several joint Korean teams competed at the 18" Asian Games in Indonesia. Family
reunions in Kumgangsan also returned, which are ultimately a sad commentary on the restrictions placed
on personal interactions. Transportation corridors were surveyed and there was talk about future
modernization, although hopes of more robust utilization for commerce is hampered by existing
sanctions imposed on the DPRK. Military exchanges showed promise with several rounds of talks, but
not much action to show for it. With the third inter-Korean summit scheduled, both sides will likely try
to find ways to further reduce border tensions while President Moon struggles with his role as mediator
between the US and the DPRK.

This article is extracted from Comparative Connections: A Triannual E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral
Relations, Vol. 20, No. 2, September 2018. Preferred citation: Aidan Foster-Carter, “North Korea-South
Korea Relations: Sunshine 2.0: Good Start—But How Far Can It Go?” Comparative Connections, Vol. 20,
No. 2, pp 71-82.
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To begin, if I may, with a small toot on our
collective trumpet. A vyear like this one,
especially the action-packed recent months
covered in this article, brings home the value of
Comparative Connections. The global public will
be broadly aware of changes in and around
Korea, yet the full picture can be hard to grasp —
depending, in part, who and where you are. For
80 million Koreans, April’s North-South
summit, at — of all places — Panmunjom in the
Demiilitarized Zone (DMZ), which we covered in
detail in our last issue, was probably the year’s
defining event. Its cleverly made-for-TV
pageantry impressed many outside the
peninsula too. But to most people on the planet,
including all Americans, the really big deal was
the extraordinary spectacle in Singapore in June
— the first ever encounter between a North
Korean supreme leader and an incumbent US
president. That is covered elsewhere in this
journal.

In the months since Donald Trump met Kim
Jong Un, most mass media coverage has focused
on US-DPRK relations, and on the nuclear issue
central to that fragile new relationship. While
such an emphasis is understandable, this is far
from the whole story. The indispensable value
(toot toot) of Comparative Connections is to
remind us — this merits capitals — that There Is
More Than One Thing Going On. This journal’s
bilateral focus makes it impossible to ignore
other key relationships. Effective analysis
begins with seeing and grasping the whole
picture; the challenge then is to work out how it
all fits together, in a rapidly developing
situation.

So, I may briefly step beyond my own inter-
Korean brief here. Kim Jong Un’s unexpected
diplomatic outreach this year has transformed
not one but three of the Asia-Pacific’s key
bilateral relationships which this journal tracks.
Mending fences with China after a long icy
stretch was important in its own right; that too,
of course, is covered elsewhere in this issue. And
zeroing in on our own patch, the third -
chronologically first as this was where it all
started — much-changed relationship is the one
between the two Koreas, our subject in this
article.

Of course, all three bilaterals (and others)
interact, adding further layers of complexity to
ongoing processes whose ultimate outcome is
far from clear. Unlike the almost content-free
statement signed by Kim and Trump, which

unsurprisingly has delivered very little solid
since, the two Koreas have accomplished much
in the past four months toward implementing
the many specific pledges stipulated in the
Panmunjom Declaration. Commendable as that
is, two big questions persist. First, Kim Jong
Un’s true intentions remain ambiguous. This
summer’s flurry of inter-Korean activity,
described below, has essentially revived but
hardly transcended the kinds of interaction
already achieved a decade ago during the
“Sunshine” era (1998-2007). On the granular
detail of that earlier episode, Comparative
Connections’ archives and chronology may be the
most comprehensive resource available in
English. Toot toot.

Then there is Trump. The second question,
posed in this article’s title, is whether the ROK’s
new Sunshine 2.0 — the term is ours, not Seoul’s
— can survive, let alone thrive and progress,
should Washington and Pyongyang stop smiling
and start snarling again, as they well might.
President Moon Jae-in’s declared aim is to put
South Korea back in the driver’s seat; that is his
metaphor, though North Korea sneers at it.
Moon has achieved much, yet he might begin to
feel more like a chauffeur with two tiresome
passengers. He persuaded them to get into the
limo, but now they are bickering — about the
destination, how to get there, everything. Where
this road-trip will end grows ever harder to
figure; some scenarios are beyond apocalyptic.

So let us look back and enjoy while we can. The
real summer in Korea broke heat records. Inter-
Korean weather, by contrast, was nicely warm.
As we noted last time, implementation of the
Panmunjom Declaration began when the ink
was barely dry. That pattern continued.

Sport: joint teams at the Asian Games

Let us begin with the easier stuff, as the two
Koreas themselves did, namely sport. Without
downplaying the significance of North Korea’s
last-minute decision to join the Pyeongchang
Winter Olympics, fully analyzed in our last
issue, inter-Korean sports cooperation in
various forms and forums is not new. Indeed, it
has a long (if sporadic) history, as veteran
readers of this journal will recall. Moreover, it
poses no great logistical or security issues. In
this regard, the past four months resembled the
“Sunshine” decade, albeit more concentrated,
with several teams crossing the DMZ in each
direction. In July, ROK basketball players flew to
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Pyongyang in two military planes — some 100
people made the trip, including officials and
press — to play together for the fourth time,
although the last occasion was as long ago as
2003. “Together” is le mot juste. Besides and
before the North faced off against the South (no
national flags were on display), they also fielded
mixed teams named ‘“Peace” and “Prosperity.”
Unification Minister Cho Myoung-gyon led the
Seoul delegation, perhaps in hopes that Kim
Jong Un, a known basketball fan - remember
Dennis Rodman — would show up, but he did
not.

In mid-August, a 64-strong team of DPRK trade
unionists came south to play soccer friendlies
with their ROK counterparts. Historically this
too was the fourth event of its kind, after earlier
encounters in 1999 (Pyongyang), 2007
(Changwon, ROK) and 2015 (Pyongyang again —
a rare such event under Park Geun-hye, before
inter-Korean ties froze totally in 2016).
Changwon - South Korea’s ninth city, west of
Busan - also hosted the world shooting
championships this September. A 22-strong
DPRK squad participated, bagging two silver and
two bronze medals.

The Northern shooters flew to Changwon direct
from Indonesia, where they competed in the
Asian Games in Jakarta and Palembang Aug. 18-
Sept. 2. Building on the pan-Korean women’s
ice hockey squad hastily formed for
Pyeongchang, this 18th Asiad saw joint Korean
teams in three sports and six events: women’s
basketball, men’s and women’s dragon boat
racing, and three lightweight rowing events
(men’s four, men’s eight and women’s double
sculls). Lightweight here is a technical term, but
metaphorically too it is apt — in the sense of
rather marginal. Although they marched
together in the opening and closing ceremonies,
as at Pyeongchang the two Koreas mostly
competed as separate states. Both performed
creditably — South Korea finished third in the
medals table behind China and Japan, while
North Korea placed tenth. And ‘Korea’ came in
at 28" — unified teams took gold in the women’s
dragon boat, silver in women’s basketball, and a
couple of bronzes in rowing. All this is laudable,
but hardly lifts the spirits or takes the peninsula
forward as happened back in 1991 when ‘Korea’
won the women’s doubles at the world table
tennis championships in Chiba, Japan — a one-
off which sadly did not lead to sustained
collaboration. Many athletes in this year’s joint
teams were not even born in 1991. In this as in

other areas of inter-Korean endeavor, the
$64,000 question is whether we see cumulative
progress or not. Often, alas, the answer is
negative.

Family reunions: same old sad show

That also applies to another event revived this
summer — reunions of separated families. Here
again the two sides have long experience of
organizing such events. The first was held in
1985, though regular yet still all too infrequent
reunions began only in this century. The pattern
was set long ago, and persists despite blatant
inadequacies and asymmetries. The venue
nowadays is always North Korea’s Mount
Kumgang resort, rather than alternating
between North and South - let alone the
ancestral villages that mean so much in Korean
culture. Kumgangsan has its own issues. In
happier times Hyundai and other Southern
companies poured in money to develop the area
as a venue for Southern tourists. No fewer than
1.8 million visited - at first by boat, later
overland - during the decade from 1998 until
July 2008, when one such visitor was shot dead
after straying and then-ROK President Lee
Myung-bak suspended the program.

A decade later, suspended it remains and the
facilities are decaying badly. South Korea had to
send in repair squads weeks before the latest
reunions were held in late August; no doubt at
its own expense, even though in 2010 the North
retaliated for the ending of Southern tourism by
formally confiscating Hyundai’s and other ROK
assets in the zone, worth almost half a billion
dollars ($443 million). Whether the new inter-
Korean thaw allows such issues to be raised is
unclear; but if they are not, then how is this
progress? And yet malgré tout Hyun Jeong-eun,
chairwoman of the rump Hyundai Group, now a
shadow of its former might — crown jewels
Hyundai Auto and the world’s largest
shipbuilder Hyundai Heavy Industries were
spun off long ago - is upbeat. Although Hyundai
Asan - the division dealing with North Korea -
has bled red ink for a decade, Hyun said after a
visit to Kumgangsan to mark the 15%
anniversary of her husband’s suicide that she
expects tourism to resume this year. That
sounds optimistic, despite a fulsome — not to
say bizarre — tribute on the DPRK website
Uriminzokkiri on Aug. 2 (coinciding with Hyun’s
visit), which quoted the late Kim Jong Il as
having called Hyundai his “first love.” (If this is
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how they treat a lover, what do they do to
enemies?)

But back to the reunions. Held on Aug. 20-26,
these were the first in three years; the hiatus
being mainly due to inter-Korean bad blood in
the Park Geun-hye era. They were the 20" of
their kind, so by now the routine is familiar;
everyone knows the rules. There are two rounds,
each lasting three days. First, 100 South Koreans
(or slightly fewer as some usually drop out due
to ill-health), chosen by lottery, meet such
relatives as Pyongyang has managed to trace
after lists of names have been exchanged. Then
in turn 100 North Koreans — how these are
chosen is not known - meet their Southern
relatives. These one-off encounters for now very
elderly persons who have not met for at least 65
years are televised live, with heart-rending
scenes before the families get the privacy they
should surely be afforded throughout. All too
soon they must say tearful goodbyes, never to
meet again or even be allowed any further
contact by letter, telephone or email. President
Moon Jae-in, himself the son of wartime
refugees from the North, said on Aug. 20 that
such reunions should be far more frequent -
over half of the original Southern applicants
have now died, having never met their long-lost
relatives even once — with visits and letters
permitted. How far his government is actively
pushing for this is unclear. Indeed, at this
writing no further reunions appear to be
scheduled, even though this would be a
relatively easy concession for the North to make.

‘Ningbo 12’: delinkage, drama

One tangential matter, however, saw progress. A
further reason for the almost three-year gap
between reunions was that North Korea was
linking their resumption to a separate issue —
the return of 12 female employees of a DPRK
restaurant in Ningbo, China, who came to the
ROK in 2016 and whom the North insists were
kidnapped in a plot by South Korea’s spy agency,
the National Intelligence Service (NIS).
Pyongyang has evidently dropped that
conditionality, while continuing to demand the
women’s return. Recent months saw dramatic
developments apparently supporting the
North’s version of events, hitherto widely
scorned. In interviews in May, the restaurant’s
former manager, Heo Kang-il, confirmed his
NIS ties (though he claims the agency deceived
him) and insisted the women did not know their
destination was Seoul.

In July the UN special rapporteur, Tomas Ojea
Quintana, having interviewed Heo and four of
the women, called them “victims” of, at least,
“deceit” and said that Seoul must investigate.
Some human rights activists criticized
Quintana’s intervention. Other sources added a
twist to Heo’s story, claiming it was not the NIS
but South Korean defense intelligence
whodunitt. All this creates a quandary for Moon
Jae-in, who inherited the issue - the group
arrived during Park Geun-hye’s presidency -
and fears it could jeopardize his wider overtures
to the North. On Sept. 12, it was reported that all
the women now have ROK passports; lawyers
argued that denying them this violated their
rights. With most of the women understandably
media-shy for fear of harming relatives in the
North, how this murky affair will end is far from
clear.

Transports of delight?

To sum up so far. Revived sporting ties and
family reunions are both good to see, yet neither
is new as such nor takes inter-Korean relations
very far forward. Transport links, a third major
topic of recent North-South discussion, are
altogether more substantial, at least potentially.
This too is not strictly new. As we detailed at the
time, the “Sunshine” era saw both road and rail
links across the DMZ reconnected and rebuilt
(guess who paid). Usage was a different matter.
The two roads — a western corridor to Kaesong,
and an eastern one to Kumgang — both had a fair
amount of crossborder traffic, albeit one-way
(i.e. South Koreans came and went; North
Koreans didn’t go anywhere), until Lee Myung-
bak halted Kumgang tourism in July 2008 and
Park Geun-hye closed the Kaesong Industrial
Complex (KIC) in February 2016. The railway
lines, by contrast, languished. The DPRK only
permitted trains to travel as far as the KIC, but
most Southern SMEs invested there found road
transport more convenient and economical.

Hopes were thus raised when the Koreas
scheduled back-to-back talks about railway and
road cooperation, on June 26 and 28
respectively. The results of both meetings
further heightened expectations. Agreements to
conduct joint surveys of existing infrastructure
went way beyond crossborder links alone,
literally and metaphorically. The western
(Gyeonggui) railway line was to be inspected
along its entire length, from Kaesong to
Pyongyang, then all the way up to the
northwestern border city of Sinuiju, facing
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Dandong in China across the Yalu River. The less
important east coast (Donghae) line too would
be examined in toto, from Kumgangsan all the
way up to Tumen on the Russian border. The
joint press statement explicitly says that the
remit is not only reconnection but
modernization, “at a high level.” Given the
known decrepit condition of most DPRK
infrastructure, this would be a major and costly
commitment. With roads it was the same story,
if less ambitious at first — surveying the western
corridor as far as Pyongyang, and in the east up
to Wonsan. (In a separate earlier development,
on June 7 South Korea finally succeeded in
becoming a full member of the Warsaw-based
Organization for Cooperation between Railways
(abbreviated OSJD), originally a communist-era
coordination body. Pyongyang had long vetoed
Seoul’s membership, but significantly did not
this time.)

All this would be a definite advance on the
“Sunshine” era, and a major step forward.
However, although the ROK government has
already budgeted for such works next year, as of
now it is uncertain how far or fast this can go.
Here as in almost any potential new or revived
economic cooperation, sanctions imposed on
the DPRK - mostly by the UN Security Council
(UNSC), but also bilateral measures by the US
and in some cases the ROK itself — are a major
obstacle, which did not exist during the original
“Sunshine” period. Such problems have already,
dare one say, caused at least one temporary
derailment — though not the UNSC but another
notional UN agency was responsible. On Aug. 30,
Seoul media reported that plans to send a train
into the North — for how better to inspect the
whole length of the DPRK’s western railway
line? - on Aug. 23, had been blocked by the UN
Command (UNC), which under the 1953
Armistice controls passage across the DMZ. In
practice that means Washington, so this was
interpreted as a warning to Seoul not to go so
fast. Strictly the UNC only asked for more
information and notice, so the ROK could have
reapplied; but it seems not to have done so.
Although at least some other survey work (not
requiring transgressive trains) has proceeded,
clearly such problems will have to be fully
ironed out if transport modernization plans are
to go forward in any substantial way.

a8 R TR R
Figure 1Officials of South and North Korea check the
condition of tracks at Kamho Station in the North. Photo:
Unification Ministry

The same applies a fortiori to wider economic
cooperation, most forms of which are illegal
now under UNSC sanctions, which would
therefore need revision or (more likely) granting
of exemptions. For this reason, transport aside,
the only other such topic discussed was forestry,
seen as innocuous and indeed ‘green’ (here too
there had been cooperation before during the
“Sunshine” period). By contrast, even when as
discussed below the two Koreas opened a joint
liaison office located in the former Kaesong
Industrial Complex (KIC) on Sept. 14, the ROK
government made it very clear — including to
disgruntled businesses formerly invested there
— that there was at this time no question of the
KIC itself reopening. Nonetheless, throughout
the summer local media reported chaebols,
banks and other companies setting up task
forces to examine and be ready for any
prospective new business opportunities in North
Korea. This preparation indicates skepticism in
ROK business circles — not known for their
idealism - that the sanctions which
categorically forbid almost all such activities
will endure indefinitely.

Military talks: hotlines, and more?

One undeniable shortcoming of the original
“Sunshine” policy was that security concerns
were hardly addressed, much less tackled.
Indeed, it was during this period that North
Korea tested its first nuclear device, in 2006.
Against that backcloth and all that has happened
since, it was good that the Panmunjom
Declaration devoted one of its three main
sections to such issues. Inter alia this called for
regular military talks, which were duly held
several times. What they have achieved is less
clear, other than reconnecting military hotlines
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— two terrestrial, across the western and eastern
sectors of the DMZ, and one in the West (Yellow)
Sea, the scene of several fatal skirmishes over
the vyears. Repairing the eastern hotline,
damaged on the DPRK side by flooding some
years ago, required obtaining an exemption
from UNSC sanctions so the South could send in
fuel, vehicles and other necessary items.

Beyond this, all is vague. Unlike in other areas
like transport or high-level talks, MOU seems
not to issue press releases, which suggests a lack
of accord. Several kites have been flown
regarding the agenda. In July, military talks
were said to have reached “broad agreement” in
three areas: disarming the Joint Security Area at
Panmunjom, reducing the number of guard
posts in the DMZ, and excavating MIA remains
there. But there was no joint statement. The
latest military talks, on Sept. 13, reportedly
discussed “operational arms control” to reduce
the risk of accidental skirmishes, and a peace
zone for joint fishing in the West Sea — an idea
first floated at the inter-Korean summit in
2007, but like most of its provisions never
implemented after Lee Myung-bak took over in
2008. The most radical rumor, mentioned by
South Korea’s prime minister yet denied by the
ROK Defense Ministry (MND), was a suggestion
that KPA heavy artillery be pulled back 30-40
km from the front line, so Seoul would no longer
be within range. That would certainly signal a
genuine will for peace in Pyongyang, but on past
form nothing so drastic would ever be done
without a quid pro quo. To be sure, military issues
are sensitive and take time. Or maybe something
big has been agreed, but is under wraps so that
Kim and Moon can produce it with a dramatic
flourish at their third summit in Pyongyang on
Sept. 18-20.

Permanent liaison

On the eve of that third summit, and as agreed
at the first one, the two Koreas took a big step
forward by opening a permanent liaison office at
Kaesong on Sept. 14. Headed by the ROK vice-
minister of unification and a DPRK official of
comparable rank, this has 15-20 resident staff
from each side. The South Koreans are billeted
there, though Kaesong is a relatively short
commute from Seoul. The new office will be
operational around the clock, enabling instant
communication between the two sides. It will be
interesting to see how this works out in practice.
The opening had been expected earlier, in
August; but it was delayed, seemingly again

because Washington did not want Seoul to press
ahead at a time when its own peace process with
Pyongyang was experiencing turbulence. In
another indication of the need to tread carefully,
South Korea at first said it would apply to the
UNSC for exemptions to send supplies (such as
fuel) for the liaison office, but in the event
decided it was not obliged to do so.

What next?

Comparative Connections is above all a journal of
record which looks back. Yet it would be
perverse not to speculate at least briefly what
the third Moon-Kim summit may bring. Their
first meeting set a detailed agenda, much of it
since implemented as discussed above. 2018’s
second summit, a surprise one at Panmunjom
again on May 26, seems to have been an ad hoc
meeting requested by Kim at a wobbly moment
in the US-DPRK process after Trump briefly
cancelled their Singapore confab - only to
reinstate it almost immediately.

No doubt Kim and Moon will reaffirm the
Pyongyang Declaration. They are also expected
to announce a formal end to the Korean War in
some form, though to have legal force this
would need to involve all signatories to the
Armistice, including the UN (or the US on its
behalf) and China. As mentioned above, the two
Koreas may also take concrete bilateral military
steps to reduce border tensions. Beyond that lie
hurdles, not least the sanctions regime which
currently thwarts the sort of economic co-
operation Moon Jae-in has long dreamed of.
What leeway he can get from the UN, or the US,
on this front is yet to be tested.

All diplomacy includes unpublicized elements.
Smiling in public, Moon Jae-in should also be
robust in private. Given doubts as to North
Korea’s sincerity, based on both its past record
of deceit and Kim Jong Un’s refusal to get
specific on denuclearization, Moon is entitled to
press for more meaningful steps — some very
close to home. On July 5, Yonhap carried a telling
if paradoxical (and oddly little noticed) headline:
“N. Korean hackers suspected of continuing
attacks amid friendly inter-Korean relations.”
The article quoted local cybersecurity experts as
stating that DPRK hacking of ROK entities is
continuing unabated, despite the Panmunjom
Declaration’s pledge to cease all hostile acts.
However, in the new climate of peace they are
reluctant to publicize it for fear of rocking the
boat. That is both disgraceful and perverse - it
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risks rendering détente a sham. While not all
problems can be solved at once, there is no
conceivable reason to go easy here. Ceasing all
hostile acts must mean what it says. Far from
covering up behavior that is criminal as well as
hostile, Seoul should call Kim out to show it
means business and will not be taken advantage
of as happened in the past. If that seems a
negative note to end on, this kind of sharp detail
is the touchstone whereby we shall see if North
Korea has really changed, or not; and whether
Kim Jong Un is truly sincere, or not.
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CHRONOLOGY OF NORTH KOREA-SOUTH
KOREA RELATIONS

MAY - AUGUST 2018

May 1, 2018: ROK Unification Minister (MOU)
Cho Myoung-gyon reports Kim Jong Un as
saying that President Moon Jae-in’s proposal to
exchange liaison offices in Seoul and Pyongyang
could be discussed. Cho adds that Kim’s grip on
power is firm, and he has a “strong will” for
economic development.

May 1, 2018: As agreed at April 27’s North-South
summit, South Korea begins dismantling its
propaganda loudspeakers along the
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). The South’s Ministry
of National Defense (MND) says the North began
doing the same earlier that day.

May 1, 2018: In a half-hour phone call to UN
Secretary General Antonio Guterres, President
Moon asks the UN to endorse the Pyongyang
Declaration issued after the April 27 summit,
and to play a role in verifying North Korea's
commitment to denuclearization and peace.

May 3, 2018: At the world table tennis
championships in Halmstad, Sweden, the two
Koreas, due to face off in the women’s quarter
finals, instead gain permission to form a joint
team. Korea advances to the semi-finals, but is
defeated by Japan to take the bronze.

May 3, 2018: South Korean pollster Realmeter
reports that in the week since the summit Moon
Jae-In’s popularity surged eight points to 78.3
percent, a record for any ROK leader after almost
a year in post. (Moon took office on May 10,
2017; he still has four more years.)

May 7, 2018: The Blue House, South Korea’s
presidential office, says Moon and Kim will at
last use their new hotline once the date of Kim’s
summit with Donald Trump is fixed. (So far as
is publicly known, this does not happen; indeed,
as of Sept. 9 the much-touted hotline has
apparently yet to be used at all by the two
leaders.)

May 7, 2018: Seoul reveals that at their summit
on April 27 Moon handed Kim a USB stick
containing a detailed blueprint for how the
South could help rebuild the Northern economy,
including new power plants and much more.

May 8, 2018: South Korea’s Foreign Ministry
(MOFA) says the North is proposing a new
international air route, connecting — albeit not
directly — the flight information regions (FIR) of
their major airports — Sunan near Pyongyang,
and Incheon for Seoul.

May 8, 2018: Hyundai Group — rump of the
former chaebol, no longer connected to the now
much larger Hyundai Motor — announces a new
task force, headed by its chairwoman Hyun
Jeong-eun, to prepare for economic projects
with North Korea - especially tourism to Mount
Kumgang and Kaesong, suspended since 2008.
Affiliate Hyundai Asan ran those businesses, but
has struggled financially since their suspension.

May 9, 2018: A propos what it calls “Kim’s
alarming trip” to meet Xi Jinping again, the
center-right Seoul daily JoongAng Ilbo
editorializes: “The denuclearization game on
the Korean Peninsula is like treading on thin ice.
Once you stumble, everything falls.” In the same
issue, by contrast, the JoongAng’s influential
owner, Hong Seok-hyun, a former ROK
ambassador in Washington, has a column
entitled: “My hopes for North Korea,” which
inter alia commends Kim Jong Un for his
confidence, dignity and courtesy to Moon Jae-
in.

May 11, 2018: MOU says it is trying to verify
media reports that 12 North Korean waitresses —
hereafter the ‘Ningbo 12’ — who arrived from
China in 2016 may not all have defected
voluntarily. Confirming what Pyongyang has
long alleged, their manager claims he made a
deal with the ROK’s spy agency, the National
Intelligence Service (NIS). (See also July 10.)
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