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South Korean soldiers and US soldiers from the 2nd Infantry Division Stryker Battalion gather 
before a Warrior Shield live fire exercise at a military training field in Pocheon, South Korea 
yesterday, as part of the Freedom Shield joint military exercise. PHOTO: AFP

North Korea fires 
multiple missiles
AFP, Seoul

North Korea fired multiple cruise missiles 
yesterday, Seoul’s military said, the latest launch 
which comes as South Korea and the United States 
stage major joint military drills. “The South Korean 
military has detected multiple cruise missiles 
launched into the East Sea” by North Korea, 
Seoul’s Joint Chiefs of Staff said in a statement, 
referring to the body of water also known as 
the Sea of Japan. “Detailed specifications are 
being analysed by South Korea-US intelligence 
authorities,” it added. After a record-breaking year 
of weapons tests and growing nuclear threats from 
Pyongyang, Seoul and Washington have ramped 
up security cooperation, and on March 13 kicked 
off their largest joint military drills in five years. 
Known as Freedom Shield, the drills run for at 
least 10 days. South Korea’s military said it would 
“successfully complete the planned joint Freedom 
Shield drills under a firm joint defence posture.” 

SYRIA’S ALEPPO AIRPORT

Israeli missiles 
hit arms depot
AFP, Beirut

An Israeli missile strike destroyed a suspected 
arms depot used by Iran-backed militias at Syria’s 
Aleppo airport yesterday, a war monitor said, with 
authorities saying the strike put the airport out of 
service. It was the second such attack in a month 
on the airport, which has been a conduit for relief 
flights since a February 6 earthquake devastated 
swathes of northern Syria and Turkey. The pre-
dawn strike targeted “the airport compound and 
a weapons depot belonging to pro-Iranian forces 
on airport’s perimeter,” the Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights group said. 

Russia ‘dancing to China’s 
tune’ on Taiwan: Taipei
AFP, Taipei

Taiwan yesterday condemned Beijing and 
Moscow for a joint statement that called the 
self-ruled island an “inalienable” part of China, 
accusing Russia of “dancing to China’s tune”.

Russian President Vladimir Putin hosted 
Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping for two days of 
talks this week, with the leaders signing a joint 
statement pledging to deepen their strategic 
partnership -- and affirming Russia’s support 
for China on Taiwan.

Beijing views the self-ruled and democratic 
island as its territory, to be retaken one day -- by 
force, if necessary.

“The Ministry of Foreign Affairs solemnly 
protests and strongly condemns (China’s) 
authoritarian expansionist government for 
continuing to issue false statements in the 
international arena to belittle and damage 
our country’s sovereignty,” said the Taiwanese 
statement.

It also condemned “Russia’s attempt to sing 
and dance to China’s tune for its conspiracy of 
aggression and expansion”.

In the joint statement, Russia had reaffirmed 
its adherence to Beijing’s “One China” principle, 
terming Taiwan “an inalienable part of Chinese 
territory”, according to the Chinese state-run 
Xinhua news agency.

AFP, Washington

The United States said Tuesday 
it does not see China as capable 
of being an impartial mediator 
between Moscow and Kyiv over the 
war in Ukraine.

It was the most direct US 
criticism yet of China’s aim to be 
a middleman in efforts to end the 
war.

“I don’t think you can reasonably 
look at China as impartial in 
any way,” White House National 
Security Council spokesman John 
Kirby told 
reporters.

He noted 
that China has 
refrained from 
c r i t i c i z i n g 
the Russian 
invasion of 
Ukraine and 
has continued 
to buy Russian 
oil even as the West piles sanctions 
on Moscow’s energy industry to 
starve the Kremlin of money to pay 
for the war.

China, Kirby added, also 
“keeps parroting the Russian 
propaganda” to the effect that 
the US and other countries in the 
West are to blame for the war for 
giving such strong support to pro-
western Ukraine over the years that 
Russia felt threatened and justified 
in invading.

In a summit rich with red 
carpet pomp, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping was visiting Russia 

Tuesday and met with President 
Vladimir Putin, with the war in 
Ukraine high on their agenda.

After talks Tuesday they hailed 
what they called a “new era” in 
Russian-Chinese relations.

Kirby said the two were linked 
not so much by an alliance but 
rather “a marriage of convenience, 
because that’s what I think it is.”

China has presented a 12-point 
position paper on the war which 
includes a call for dialogue 
and respect for all countries’ 
territorial sovereignty.

P u t i n 
said he was 
open to talks 
on Ukraine 
and praised 
B e i j i n g ’ s 
p o s i t i o n 
paper.

K i r b y 
said Russia 
and China 

“want to change the rules of that 
game,” meaning the rules based 
international order. Still, the 
United States wants to maintain 
channels of communication with 
China, he said.

Meanwhile, the Kremlin 
yesterday shrugged off the West’s 
“hostile” reaction to the summit 
between Putin and Xi Jinping.

“As for the reaction of the 
collective West, the fact that on 
all issues this reaction took on 
an unfriendly and hostile nature 
is not news to anyone,” Kremlin 
spokesman Dmitry Peskov said.

Not ‘impartial’
US dismisses China mediation on 

Ukraine; Kremlin dismisses ‘hostile’ 
reaction to Putin-Xi talks
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assistance on Covid, 
Rohingya issue. There are 
also people-to-people 
exchanges. There’re just 
thousands of things that 
we work together on with 
Bangladesh. And so, it’s 
no surprisethat people 
[officials] are coming here 
now that there are no travel 
restrictions.

DS: There’s an impasse 
between the ruling Awami 
League and BNP over polls-
time administration. Do 
you think the election will 
be free and fair, as the US 
has called for?

Haas: I am very pleased 
to hear from Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina 
and others about the 

guarantee that the election 
will be free and fair. I think 
it’s important that you go 
back to some of the UN 
documents because there 
are international standards 
that members have agreed 
on as it relates to free and 
fair elections, and there 
are things like freedom 
of political association, 
peaceful assembly, freedom 
of movement, information, 
political expression, and 
freedom from coercion or 
violence. I think those are 
the standards by which we 
need to look at free and fair 
elections.

The US has no role in 
deciding or even having 
an opinion on a caretaker 
government or non-

caretaker government. We 
want all of the conditions 
to be in place, where all 
parties believe that they can 
compete fairly and have a 
chance to win if that’s what 
the Bangladeshi people want.

DS: There are concerns 
that the US’s BURMA 
Act may destabilise the 
region when you support 
the democratic forces 
of Myanmar, including 
the National Unity 
Government. Many experts 
say this may cause tensions 
to escalate between the US 
and China-Russia and their 
allies. What is you view on 
this?

Haas: I think 
there’s a fundamental 
misunderstanding about 

the BURMA Act. Our 
goal is clear -- restoring 
democracy in Burma. And 
with that, an ability for the 
Rohingya people to return 
with full dignity, full rights, 
and voluntarily. And the 
BURMA Act is designed 
to promote that. One of 
the main elements of the 
act is to call upon the US 
government to increase its 
use of sanctions against 
the Myanmar military, and 
against those who provide 
weapons and support 
to the military. Another 
part of it is providing 
assistance to some of the 
opposition groups working 
for democracy. But the 
legislation is very clear that it 
is humanitarian assistance 
only, not designed in any 
way to provide any kind of 
military assistance.

DS: What may be the 
timeframe for Rohingya 
repatriation?

Haas: It really all 
depends upon the military 
regime in Myanmar. We are 
continuously increasing 
our [the US’s] pressure 
on them. We declared 
what they did against the 
Rohingyas to be genocide. 
We continue to work with 
the UN and the global 
community to try and 
increase pressure on them. 
Also, we continue to try 
and support Bangladesh, 
which has been sheltering 
the Rohingyas from almost 
six years ago.

DS: Funding for the 
Rohingyas has significantly 
declined amid the Ukraine-
Russia war and has become 
a concern for Bangladesh. 
What are your thoughts on 
the situation?

Haas: It’s an absolutely 
horrific situation that 
further traumatises the 
refugees, and one that 
could further destabilise 
the camps. I think there’s a 
couple of important things. 
One is that the number of 
countries that provides 
financial support to the 
Rohingya refugee response 
is relatively small. So, 
some of us are cutting our 
funding, but there are a lot 
of important countries out 
there who do not provide 
funding … perhaps they 
could.

The other is a close look 
at the policies as they relate 
to the camps -- whether 
or not refugees there are 
currently allowed to work 
and have formal sources 
of income. Now, they’re 
entirely dependent on 
humanitarian assistance. 
If they were given a chance 
to have a livelihood, that 
could help. Similarly, if 

some of the shelters were 
allowed to be made more 
permanent, it would lessen 
the need for donors to have 
to rebuild things after fires.

DS: Bangladesh is 
seriously seeking foreign 
investment and funds 
for climate adaptation 
and technology transfer 
for renewable energy. 
The response is not 
encouraging yet. Why?

Haas: The US is the 
largest foreign direct 
investor in Bangladesh and 
we want to maintain that, 
and to build upon what 
has already been done in 
the energy sector. We will 
continue to be in the energy 
sector where Bangladesh 
has the greatest need, but 
also has a fair amount of 
unexplored resources.

There are also US 
companies looking at 
renewable energy and other 
projects as a possibility. I 
think the key thing is that 
Bangladesh has a lot of 
advantages. It’s got a large 
and fast growing market, 
an increasingly large 
middle class and lots of 
hardworking people.

So, American companies 
will be looking here, but 
they will also be looking 
at some of Bangladesh’s 
competitors in the 
region. It can be a great 
environment here, but if 
a neighbouring country 
is just a little better, then 
the investment is going 
to go there. Bangladesh 
has started working on 
a number of things that 
may scare investors away. 
Things like corruption, 
investors’ inability to get 
quick judicial decisions, 
enforceability of contract 
and inability to move 
money in and out of the 
country. As Bangladesh 
continues to address these, 
I think more and more US 
companies will come here.

DS: Bangladesh has 
drafted its own Indo-
Pacific Outlook in the 
context of global focus in 
the region. You have the 
Indo-Pacific Strategy (IPS) 
and there are alliances like 
the QUAD, AUKUS and 
China’s BRI. There are also 
security elements in those, 
but Bangladesh is more 
interested in economic 
aspects. What’s your 
response?

Haas: I think there is a 
misunderstanding about 
whether these are alliances. 
Certainly not in the 
traditional military sense. 
QUAD is not an alliance. 
It is for countries that 
cooperate together across 
a whole range of things like 

climate change, renewable 
energy infrastructure 
and Covid. Similarly, our 
IPS is not an alliance, but 
it’s about five ideas that 
we have for this region 
-- that it should be open, 
prosperous, connected, 
resilient, and secure.

So, of the five objectives, 
only one has to do with 
security in the sense that 
you’re talking about. It 
is about how we want to 
devote our attention to the 
region and what we want to 
emphasise. It’s not about 
anyone having to take 

sides. We are not pushing 
for people to join the IPS. In 
fact, Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina during her visit to 
Paris a couple of years ago 
laid out an initial vision of 
the Indo-Pacific, which was 
very similar to what we’re 
talking about.

US wants conditions conducive to fair polls


