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Nearly two months after the historic summit between U.S. President Donald Trump and North 
Korean leader Kim Jong Un in Singapore, the city-state this week will host another set of major 
meetings between key nations, with Pyongyang sending its foreign minister.

The primary focus this time, though, is expected to be a different sort of tension: the escalating 
U.S.-China trade war.

The ASEAN Regional Forum, scheduled for Saturday, is one of the few international frameworks in 
which North Korea takes part. The country's denuclearization is likely to be on the agenda, but 
given how much Southeast Asian states depend on trade with the world's top two economies, the 
tariff battle will be in the spotlight.

The other countries attending the annual forum include the 10 Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations members, China, Japan, India, the U.S., Canada, Australia, Russia and the European Union. 
ASEAN's rotating chair, which is Singapore for 2018, hosts the gathering.

Numerous other multilateral and bilateral meetings will be held, including the ASEAN foreign 
ministers meeting on Thursday.

The forum offers a chance to follow up on the U.S.-North Korea summit on June 12, where Kim 
pledged to work toward the "complete denuclearization" of the Korean Peninsula, while Trump 
promised security guarantees in return.

Since then, the Trump administration and North Korea have continued talks, with U.S. Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo visiting Pyongyang in early July. The latest development came last week: 
Washington and Seoul confirmed that the North had begun dismantling a missile engine test site 
at the Sohae Satellite Launching Station.

While attending this year's ARF, North Korean Foreign Minister Ri Yong Ho is expected to meet 
with counterparts from the U.S. and other countries on the sidelines.

Since the ARF mainly covers political and security issues, the North Korean threat is often a 
priority topic. Last year, at the forum in Manila, the ministers expressed "grave concern" over the 
North's repeated tests of ballistic missiles and nuclear weapons. Last year's chairman's statement 
said the ministers urged North Korea to "immediately comply fully with its obligations under 
relevant U.N. Security Council resolutions."



They also "reiterated their support for the complete, verifiable, and irreversible denuclearization of 
the Korean Peninsula."

This year, North Korea is likely to face less pressure, given the progress toward easing tensions 
over the past few months. The ARF discussions on the matter will be less fiery, predicted a source 
from one ASEAN country.

Alan Chong, associate professor of international relations at Nanyang Technological University of 
Singapore, told the Nikkei Asian Review that he does not expect ARF ministers to direct strong 
statements toward the North. He thinks they will "repeat some of the points in the Trump-Kim 
summit" and "encourage North Korea in a very positive way."

Chong suggested the bigger issue this year is the U.S.-China friction.

With the Trump administration tilted toward protectionism, the rest of the world is increasingly 
promoting free trade. In March, 11 countries signed the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-
Pacific Partnership trade framework, known as the TPP-11. So far, Mexico, Japan and Singapore 
have ratified the deal. Japan and the EU signed their own economic partnership agreement in July.

"The ARF would be a convenient opportunity to keep up the momentum to make free trade a 
reality," Chong said.

The ASEAN source also said the bloc's foreign ministers may express concern over protectionism 
in the statement they will issue after their meeting on Thursday, without citing the U.S. and China 
by name.

With respect to the South China Sea -- another major security issue -- ASEAN and China have 
already started negotiations on a code of conduct in an effort to avoid conflict. Ministers from the 
bloc and China are expected to discuss progress on this front during another meeting on Thursday.
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