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‘Say hello’:
Trump invites
Kim to DMZ 
OSAKA: US President Donald Trump yes-
terday invited North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un to meet for a historic handshake at
the demilitarised zone that divides the
Korean peninsula, and said he would have
“no problem” stepping over the border. The
invitation issued on Twitter caught
observers by surprise. If Kim accepts, it
would be the third meeting between the
leaders of the two former enemies amid
efforts to contain North Korea’s nuclear
ambitions.

The North’s official KCNA news agency
quoted Vice Foreign Minister Choe Son Hui
as saying the offer was “a very interesting
suggestion” but that no official request had
been received. Trump lobbed the shock
invitation on Twitter from the G20 summit
in Osaka, saying: “if Chairman Kim of
North Korea sees this, I would meet him at
the Border/DMZ just to shake his hand and
say Hello(?)!”

He later said he would have “no problem”
stepping into the North with Kim - in what
would be a dramatic gesture re-enacting an
extraordinary 2018 scene when the young
leader invited South Korean President Moon
Jae-in to walk across. “Sure I would, I would.
I’d feel very comfortable doing that. I’d have
no problem,” Trump told reporters. The US
leader said the invitation was spontaneous,
but it comes amid a recent flurry of diplo-

macy over North Korea’s nuclear pro-
gramme after a Trump-Kim summit in Hanoi
collapsed without an agreement.

Speculation grew that something was
afoot when US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo skipped a G20 dinner Friday with-
out giving a reason. “We’ll see. If he is there,
we will see each other for two minutes,” said
Trump, adding: “I just put out a feeler
because I don’t know where he is right now,
he may not be in North Korea.” “We seem
to get along... That’s a good thing, not a bad
thing,” added the president.

North Korea’s Choe said if a meeting
took place it would be “another meaningful
occasion in further deepening the personal
relations between the two leaders and
advancing the bilateral relations.” The
North’s speedy response to Trump’s offer,
and from such a senior figure, was seen by
analysts as an indication that Kim would
agree to the meeting as soon as Washington
followed up with an official proposal. Trump
told reporters that Kim “follows” his Twitter
and they had received a “quick” reply.

Freeze and thaw 
However, there was scepticism that a

fleeting photo opportunity on the border, no
matter how symbolic, would bridge the two
nations’ differences over the denuclearisa-
tion issue. “For talks to have real legs, either
Kim must credibly commit to denuclearisa-
tion or Trump must credibly agree to allow
Kim to keep some of his nuclear weapons,”
said Scott Seaman, director of Eurasia
Group Asia. 

“Without a shared end goal, creating a
viable roadmap to reaching it will remain
impossible.” After several months of public

silence, an exchange of letters between the
leaders appears to have thawed the deep-
freeze and raised hopes for a third summit
after a historic first tete-a-tete in
Singapore on June 12, 2018 and the second
in Hanoi in February.

Trump will head to Seoul immediately
after the summit in Osaka, where yester-
day he held a highly anticipated meeting
with Chinese President Xi Jinping that
produced a truce in trade tensions
between the world’s top two economies.
Last week, Xi visited Pyongyang for a
highly symbolic summit with Kim. Analysts
say that diplomatic breakthroughs often

follow on from such meetings.
The Trump-Kim Hanoi summit foundered

amid disagreements on what the North
would be willing to give up in exchange for
relief from sanctions that have crippled its
economy. The two sides blamed each other
for the breakdown but Washington has said
they are prepared to meet the North
Koreans at any time without preconditions
to keep diplomacy alive. According to South
Korea’s Unification minister, Kim and Trump
have exchanged a total of 12 letters since the
beginning of last year, with Kim the more
assiduous suitor in their nuclear bromance,
penning eight of those. —AFP

PAJU: In a file photo, a South Korean soldier aims a K-2 assault rifle from an obser-
vation point, on the southern side of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), in Paju. —AFP

With a smile,
Trump tells
Russian leader 
‘don’t meddle’
OSAKA: Much of Donald Trump’s time
in office has been overshadowed by
allegations Moscow helped get him
elected, but when it  came to con-
fronting Vladimir Putin on the issue, the
US president did it in a joke. “Don’t
meddle in the election, president, don’t
meddle,” Trump said with a smile, wag-
ging his finger playfully at the Russian
leader as the pair held talks in Osaka on
Friday, on the sidelines of the G20.

Putin said nothing, but grinned in
response to the comment, which came
only after a reporter shouted a ques-
tion, asking whether Trump would
warn his Russian counterpart about
influencing the presidential vote next
year. And the casual banter appeared
to have started early on in the meeting,

with footage that emerged later show-
ing Trump calling journalists in the
room “fake news” to smiles and nods
from Putin.

“Fake. Fake news. You don’t have the
problem in Russia,” Trump can be heard
saying to Putin, in video of the start of
their meeting, aired by CNN. “Yes. Yes.
Yes. We have the problem,” Putin
responded in English. “The same,” he
added, laughing, prompting Trump to
laugh as well. The meeting was the first
time the two leaders have held face-to-
face talks since a controversial meeting
last year in Helsinki.

Trump has been dogged throughout
his presidency by allegations of suspi-
cious ties to Russia. A major probe led
by special prosecutor Robert Mueller
found there was an organised Russian
campaign to influence the 2016 election
won by Trump. It found contacts
between Russian operatives and
Trump’s election campaign, but no evi-
dence of a joint plot, and the US leader
has characterised the findings as exon-
erating him.

Ahead of his meeting with Putin, Trump
brushed aside questions from reporters

about what they would discuss. “What I
say to him is none of your business,” he
said at the White House. But on Friday
Trump said the pair would be discussing
“trade... some disarmament, a little protec-

tionism perhaps.” “A lot of very positive
things are going to come out of the rela-
tionship,” he predicted, to smiles from
Putin. “I cannot but agree with Mr
President,” the Russian leader said. —AFP

Keep the faith:
Religion on the 
front lines of 
Hong Kong protests
HONG KONG: Held aloft above a sea of pro-
testers marching through the heart of Hong
Kong, the hand-written cardboard sign made
an unusual demand: “Stop using baton or we
sing Hallelujah to the Lord”. The humorous
threat, which was aimed at police and quickly
went viral, referenced a hymn and notorious
earworm that has become the anthem for
recent massive demonstrations rocking the
semi-autonomous city. 

But it also illustrated the prominent role
Christians are playing in the movement against
a proposed bill to allow extraditions to main-
land China. Most churches in Hong Kong tend
to shy away from political involvement. But the
now-postponed extradition bill struck a nerve
with local ministries, many of which support
underground churches in China.

“Everyone is worried about crossing the red
line,” Elton Lo, one of a group of pastors who
initiated a week of fasting and prayers in sup-

port of the movement said. Unlike in mainland
China - where faiths are strictly monitored by
the state - Hong Kong still has religious free-
dom. From the influential colonial-era Catholic
and Anglican communities to evangelical mega
churches, Jehovah’s Witnesses handing out
leaflets and Hare Krishnas parading through
parks, the city is a riot of faiths. But how long
that remains the case is a source of intense
nervousness.

Sliding freedoms
Under the handover deal signed with the

British, China agreed to maintain Hong Kong’s
unique freedoms and judicial system until 2047.
Yet many fear Beijing has already started
reneging on that deal in recent years. The plan
to allow extraditions only heightened those
concerns within faith communities, who feared
the long arm of China’s opaque and politicised
law might start crossing the border. This was
especially true for Hong Kongers helping
underground faith groups on the mainland
where a recent clampdown has seen churches
shuttered, crosses removed and Bible sales
restricted. “The Chinese Government could say
that these ministries are illegal activities spon-
sored by the churches of Hong Kong. (Church
leaders) could be arrested,” said Chan Shun-
hing, an expert on religion at Hong Kong
Baptist University. Father Stephen Chan has

hosted an outdoor mass near the city’s parlia-
ment each Sunday since the 2014 pro-democ-
racy Umbrella Movement protests failed to win
any concessions from Beijing. 

“They (Catholics) know that if Hong Kong
becomes Communist China, then there will be
no more (religious freedom),” he told AFP after

a service last weekend. Lo and Chan both said
more church leaders and congregations were
now participating in the anti-government
demonstrations compared with 2014. Even
though many of the Umbrella Movement’s older
leaders are devout Christians, it never had an
openly religious feel. —AFP

HONG KONG: A British Union Jack flag is displayed as protesters gather
along a fenced-off Victoria Harbour pier in Hong Kong. —AFP

Who needs the
G20? Question gets 
louder in Osaka
OSAKA: Donald Trump’s go-it-alone approach and
widening global differences on issues from trade to
climate change are overwhelming the G20, analysts
say, raising questions about whether the grouping
still has a role to play in the world. The bloc, which
expanded out of the original G7 rich-country club,
has faced criticism over the years for lacking a char-
ter, a clear mandate, or enforcement power, and
holding hugely expensive yet inconclusive summits
while excluding most of the developing world.

But while pressure on the bloc previously came
from anti-globalisation protesters, this weekend’s
summit in Osaka showed that the greatest chal-
lenges to its legitimacy may come from within.
Trump flew into Osaka after hurling new trade
threats at G20 partners China and India. Japan
failed to achieve a top priority of the summit’s host,
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe: forging a stronger,
unanimous commitment to the Paris climate accords
— due to US resistance.

Russia’s Vladimir Putin said in the summit run-up
that the liberalism long championed by G20 heavy-
weights Europe and the US was “obsolete”. And the
bloc looked powerless on the biggest issue faced in
Osaka - the US-China trade war, which was hashed
out in a bilateral meeting on the sidelines. “The G20
was created as a forum for cooperation and the
question may well be: have we reached the point
where it can no longer serve that purpose?” said
Thomas A Bernes, a fellow with Canada’s Center for
International Governance Innovation.

Bystanders 
The G20’s baseline goal is preservation of world

economic stability, but Trump has taken a sledge-
hammer to that with his “America First” trade war
against China, and tariffs imposed on longtime trad-
ing partners he now derides as trade cheats. As with
last year’s summit in Buenos Aires, the Osaka gath-
ering was essentially hijacked by the trade fight
between the world’s two biggest economies, con-
signing the other 18 members to the role of hapless
bystanders. After a meeting Saturday with Chinese
President Xi Jinping, Trump declared the two sides
would restart trade negotiations broken off weeks
ago after the US accused Beijing of backsliding on
earlier pledges.

While that will likely calm financial markets for
now, deep differences remain and the trade war is
expected to simmer on. And the truce was worked
out independent of the G20, overshadowing the
summit’s closing declaration, essentially a mere
summary of the bloc’s longtime talking points.
Unfortunately for the G20, said Bernes, there is no
substitute for US leadership.

Britain is bogged down in Brexit, and China is
yet to prove its global leadership bona fides.
German leader Angela Merkel’s career is in its twi-
light, and Osaka’s outcomes will likely underline
doubts over Japan’s effectiveness. “The question is
where is the leadership? People may complain
about US leadership in the past, (but) the US did at
least provide some, which then others could react
to,” Bernes said. “If you look around: who else can
play that role?”

Dark clouds
The G20’s decline couldn’t come at a worse time.

Oxford Economics said in a research briefing that
global trade growth has likely dropped to zero,
compared to around six percent year-on-year
growth in early 2018 — the worst reading since
mid-2009 during the global financial crisis.

Leading indicators suggest trade will shrink fur-
ther, it said, noting that summits like the G20 “often
disappoint in terms of generating concrete action”.
“What’s more, the problems go beyond pure
growth, with bilateral disputes, particularly between
the US and China, threatening to significantly erode
the global rules-based trade system built up in the
last several decades,” it said. The G20 has been crit-
icised in part for taking on an overly broad agenda,
leading to disagreements and muddled outcomes.

Abe had staked his chairmanship largely on mov-
ing the ball forward on climate change, but Osaka’s
outcome seems only to have underlined the bloc’s
ineffectiveness, with the final declaration merely
repeating language used last year. “The regrettable
results on climate change underscored the G20’s
limitations. They are all on the same boat but with
different interests,” said Takehiko Yamamoto, an
international politics expert at Japan’s Waseda
University. —AFP

PATNA: An Indian mother and her daughter had their
heads shaved and were paraded through their village
after resisting an attempted rape by men including a
local official, police said Friday. The world’s largest
democracy has an abysmal record on sexual crime
against women, particularly in rural areas where the
majority of the 1.3-billion population lives. Ward coun-
cillor Mohommad Khurshid forcibly entered the
women’s home in the eastern state of Bihar on
Wednesday with other men and allegedly attempted to
rape the newly married 19-year-old daughter, police
told AFP.

When she and her mother - whose husband tries to
make ends meet by begging - resisted, they were both

physically assaulted and Khurshid brought in the local
barber to shave their heads, the elder woman told
police. “Until now only six accused in the case have
been arrested. Police have been conducting raids to
arrest others as they are absconding after the incident,”
local policeman Sanjay Kumar said. The councillor and
the barber were among those being held, with the case
attracting national media coverage and opposition law-
makers hitting out at the state government.

Mother-daughter killed 
In another development, an Indian mother and

daughter were hacked to death by three men over alle-
gations of witchcraft in the country’s remote tribal-

dominated east, police said yesterday. The 50-year-old
woman and her young daughter were beaten by their
neighbours before being attacked with knives on
Wednesday night in West Singhbhum district in
Jharkhand state. Police said the victims’ family was
embroiled in a land dispute with one of the accused,
who used black magic allegations as a cover-up to
commit the crime.

“One of the accused told the villagers that the
women were witches and responsible for deaths and
diseases in the village. They attacked the women in the
night and killed them brutally,” district police chief
Indrajit Mahatha said. The woman’s husband filed a
complaint against the accused who are on the run, he

said. More than 2,000 people-many of them women-
were killed in India on suspicion of witchcraft between
2000 and 2012, according to the National Crime
Records Bureau.

Some states, including Jharkhand, have introduced
special laws to try to curb crimes against people
accused of witchcraft and superstition. Experts say
belief in witchcraft and the occult remains wide-
spread in impoverished rural communities across
India. There are also occasional reports of human
sacrifices. Earlier this month police in northeastern
Assam state said they suspected a case of human
sacrifice after finding the headless body of a woman
near a Hindu temple. —Agencies

Mother and daughter hacked to death over allegations of witchcraft

Indian mother and her daughter’s 
heads shaved for ‘resisting’ rape

OSAKA: Russian President Vladimir Putin and US President Donald Trump
hold a meeting on the sidelines of the G20 summit on Friday.  —AFP


