
In appointing John Bolton his new national security
adviser, US President Donald Trump could hardly
have done more to alarm and antagonize his critics or

please his political base. The midterm elections in
November might explain some of the political rationale
for the move. But along with the firing last week of
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson in favor of CIA chief
Mike Pompeo, it will also dramatically shift the decision-
making dynamic around the president. Trump has clearly
become frustrated with senior figures around him telling
him what he cannot do - and is replacing them with those
more likely to support him in following his instincts.

These appointments are hardly random. By bringing
Bolton into the White House, Trump will gain an ally who
has built a career on being almost as idiosyncratic and
iconoclastic as him. The former George W Bush-era
ambassador to the United Nations shares Trump’s con-
tempt for the Iran nuclear deal and multilateral diplomacy
- and has argued forcefully for years that the United
States should be much more willing to use military force
against its foes.

This could mark a new phase for the administration.
The same day that Trump tweeted out the removal of
National Security Adviser H R McMaster also brought the
resignation of Trump’s lead lawyer, John Dowd, who had
disagreed with the president on how to respond to the
special counsel investigation into Russia’s role in the US
presidential election. Trump’s removal of H R McMaster
and mounting speculation that Chief of Staff John Kelly is
also on his way out may mark the end of the seven-month
dominance of a trio of generals. Along with Secretary of
Defense James Mattis, the three had been seen as the
most powerful moderating influence on the president.

According to other reports, Trump is also considering
abolishing the chief of staff role altogether to replace it
with four competing positions - or even, by some
accounts, asking why he can’t just do it himself. That
would quite deliberately make the administration more
unpredictable, shaping the news agenda just as prosecu-
tor Robert Mueller’s Russia probe threatens to steal the

headlines. In some respects, McMaster, Tillerson and
Kelly were hired to bring gravitas and credibility to a
controversial new administration. Their replacements,
however, may owe their positions much more to saying
what Trump wants to hear - and be expected to fight for
his patronage.

Dynamics 
One of the stranger dynamics of the Trump presidency

has been the divide between the views and messaging of
senior officials and that of POTUS himself, particularly on
Twitter. With Bolton, a loud voice on Fox News, Trump is

bringing one of the commentators who reached him
through his hefty cable TV habit into the West Wing itself.
That doesn’t mean, however, that Trump will necessarily
heed Bolton’s advice. While the national security adviser
position enjoys prestige and access, its influence is heavily
dependent on who occupies the Oval Office.

Trump is clearly much less of an ideologue than the
unashamedly neoconservative Bolton. It’s probably too
early - and over simplistic - to talk of the development of a
“Trump doctrine”. But the broader principles by which the
president wishes to run the rest of his first term are
emerging. It’s an isolationist, protectionist platform within

which he clearly craves the freedom to use all the levers of
US power and influence - including the military - as and
when he wishes.

That’s been particularly obvious on trade, where Trump’s
plans to impose tariffs on steel and aluminum imports raised
the risk of a trade war with China and prompted the resig-
nation of top economic adviser Gary Cohn earlier this
month. Unlike Bolton and the Bush administration, Trump
has famously little appetite for troop-heavy regime change
and “nation building”. But the two may find a shared enthu-
siasm for more limited pre-emptive strikes, covert action
and a much more nakedly aggressive use of American eco-
nomic, diplomatic and military power.

That may be where the true unpredictability comes in.
It’s unlikely Bolton will try to dissuade the president from
his planned meeting with North Korea’s Kim Jong Un -
Trump has committed himself too strongly to that via social
media and other statements to pull back on it. Still, if the
meetings do not go as the president wishes - whatever that
might mean - the likelihood would be that Bolton would be
one of the strongest voices for a military response, just as
he was with Iraq.

Washington believes it needs Beijing on board if it is to
have any hope of persuading Pyongyang to listen to its
demands. But if those talks fall apart later this year, it may
be wider US-China relations - already damaged by the
trade war- that become yet another casualty. Relations with
Vladimir Putin’s Russia are even harder to forecast.
Neoconservatives like Bolton have always held the Russian
leader in a mix of awe, admiration and Cold War-era suspi-
cion. As with North Korea, there will clearly be those who
believe a grand bargain can be struck.

Again, however, that’s not a foregone conclusion - any
new dispute might now escalate much faster than with more
cautious voices in the room. The Trump presidency has
unquestionably taken a turn for the hawkish. But even more
importantly, it may become a more exaggerated and hot-
headed version of itself. Fifteen years after the invasion of
Iraq, that may set the stage for more drastic miscalculations
to come. —Reuters
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Op-ed

Salisbury chemical 
attack and the 
Russian threat
By Michael Davenport
British Ambassador to Kuwait

Iknow many Kuwaitis were shocked when, on
a quiet Sunday in one of Britain’s most beau-
tiful  cathedral

cit ies, a father and
daughter were struck
down by the f irst
offensive use of a
nerve agent in Europe
since the Second
World War. Sergei and
Yulia Skripal are still
lying stricken in hos-
pital. A police officer
who went to their aid
fell into a critical con-
dition. Another 35 people were forced to seek
medical treatment simply because they were
nearby when the nerve agent was released.

What happened in Salisbury on March 4 was
a brazen attempt to murder civilians on British
soil, endangering anyone - of any nationality -
who chanced to be in the vicinity. If this could
happen in Salisbury, the blunt truth is that an
incident of this kind could happen anywhere.

Our scientists have identified the substance
used against the Skripals as a Russian military-
grade nerve agent known as “Novichok”. Today,
only Russia combines a record of state-spon-
sored assassinations with an avowed motive for
targeting Sergei Skripal - and a history of pro-
ducing “Novichok” agents.

After the attack, the British Government gave
the Kremlin an opportunity to explain if any of
this substance had gone missing. But this request
was contemptuously ignored, leaving the
Government with no choice except to conclude
that the Russian state was guilty of attempted
murder in a British city, using a lethal nerve
agent banned by the Chemical Weapons
Convention.

The incident in Salisbury falls into a pattern of
the Kremlin’s lawless behaviour. Since 2014,
Russia has annexed Crimea, ignited the flames of
conflict in eastern Ukraine, hacked the German
Bundestag and the Danish government and inter-
fered in European elections.

The whole world has been shocked by the use
of chemical weapons in Syria in recent years, in
flagrant breach of international law, especially
the Chemical Weapons Convention.
Unfortunately, the Russian government chose to
veto an extension to the only international moni-
toring mechanism available - under the Chemical
Weapons Convention. 

Now they have gone so far as to use a banned
nerve agent on European soil. The fact that more
people are not in hospital in Salisbury is only
down to luck; the perpetrators obviously did not
care how many innocents they endangered.

Britain has responded by expelling 23 unde-
clared intelligence officers from the Russian
Embassy in London. But the whole international
community needs to stand together to uphold
the rules on which the safety of every nation
depends.

If we do not, then the Russian state will con-
tinue its pattern of dangerous and destructive
behaviour.  That is why strong and united con-
demnation of Russian actions from our friends
and allies in Europe, North America and the
Middle East has been so important.  I very much
welcomed Kuwait’s unambiguous condemnation
of the attack in a statement to the United
Nations Security Council.

Our quarrel is not with the Russian people,
whose cultural and literary achievements shine
down the centuries. We will never forget the for-
titude shown by the Russian nation during the
Second World War, nor our common alliance
against Nazism. But we all share an obligation to
oppose the Kremlin’s ambition to divide and
weaken the international community. 

While Britain’s response has been robust, it
has also remained true to our values as a liberal
democracy that believes in the rule of law. Many
Russians have made Britain their home. They
abide by our laws and make an important con-
tribution to our society and they are welcome in
the United Kingdom. But every time the Russian
state breaks international rules, it becomes
more of a threat. This outrage took place in a
peaceful provincial city in Britain; next time it
could be elsewhere, in your country or in your
home town.

With Bolton, Trump shakes off restraints

Pacific US 
military outpost
eyes shifting 
strategic seas

Life on Wake Island seems, much
of the time, rather sedate. The
blank “Flight Movement” board

at this tiny airfield in the middle of the
Pacific promises zero flights, and no
movement. But every day or so, a US
military plane touches down to refuel
or deliver cargo, bringing a burst of
activity to one of the world’s most
remote places. The miniscule coral
atoll, which pops up unexpectedly from
the ocean’s steel-grey expanse, seems
an unlikely place to find a permanent
military presence. It is located more
than 3,500 km west of Hawaii, and four
US troops live here year round.

Thanks to more than a century of
military history and a changing power
dynamic in the region, this speck of
sand and stones will continue to pack
an outs ized s t rateg ic  punch for
America. “There’s so much honor here
on Wake,” says Air Force Captain
Marc Bleha, describing how the island
saw one of the first US engagements
of  Wor ld  War  I I , when Mar ines
repelled a Japanese attack just days
after the bombing of Pearl Harbor.
“It’s humbling to think back... to when
Marines were defending the island.
They were running from bunker to
bunker.”

The Japanese came back days later,
reinforced and better organized, and

this time they took the island. Several
US bunkers and other remnants of the
confl ict remain largely intact. The
coral  beaches, once sta ined with
wartime blood, are now strewn with
plastic rubbish, grim evidence that
parts of the Pacific have become a
gyre of manmade waste. Bleha, who is
on a yearlong tour overseeing three
enlisted men, ensures a permanent
military presence on the island, where
the sun sets long before mainland
America’s day has even begun.

All told, 85 people live here on a
semi-permanent basis, contracted in
one way or another to keep the island
running. Today, after decades of rela-
tive calm across the Pacific region,
Wake Island is taking on renewed
strategic importance. China is aggres-
sively growing its military and pushing
its footprint deeper into the Pacific,
and wants to coax neighbors to shed
old economic and military ties to the
United States and partner with Beijing. 

American isolationism? 
Officials like to talk about America’s

Pacific presence as vital for “projecting
power” into the region, where rivals
like China are writing a narrative that
President Donald Trump and his tariff-
imposing, “America First” agenda mean
the US no longer cares about what
happens here. “Obviously I  reject
that,” General Joe Dunford, the chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, told
reporters traveling him following a visit
to Wake Island last month. “If you look
at the health of our alliances in the
region... The evidence reflects anything
other than a decline in Pacific power.
We have enduring interests here, we
have enduring commitment and an

enduring presence in the Pacific.”
That presence is visible across the

region, including on Wake and Guam -
located 1,500 miles further west - and
at  a  str ing of  US bases on Japan,
South Korea and elsewhere. Wake
Is land a lso plays a  key role in
America’s efforts to block a ballistic
missile attack from a rogue regime
such as North Korea. The Missi le
Defense Agency uses the atoll to test
i ts  miss i le- interceptor systems
designed to smash into a rocket head-
ed toward US soil.

Dunford’s Pacific trip came on the
heels of other visits by senior Trump
officials, including Defense Secretary
Jim Mattis, then-secretary of state

Rex Tillerson and the president him-
self. They want to show that as China
rises, America is not reducing its hold
on the Asia-Pacific, where to a major
extent it has underwritten regional
security since the end of World War II.
During his brief visit to Wake Island,
Dunford, a Marine four-star, paid his
respects at a small monument to the
US Marines and sailors killed during
Japan’s invasion and occupation. The
concrete memorial, topped with the
Marine Corps’  g lobe-and-anchor
moti f , reads:  “Enemy On Is land,
Situation In Doubt,” memorializing the
radio transmission the atoll command-
er sent his comrades in Hawaii during
the Japanese invasion. —AFP
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Trump mulling
abolishing role
of chief of staff

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and US Marine Corps General Joseph Dunford (center in
red shirt) speaks to reporters on Wake Island on Feb 2, 2018. —AFP


