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Washington

From Riyadh to Jerusalem, 
Bethlehem, Rome, 

Brussels and Sicily, Donald 
Trump leaves a swirl of 
domestic woes behind to 
embark on a first foreign trip 
that will be closely watched in 
capitals the world over.

Trump’s extraordinarily 
dense first trip -- six stops 
in eight days, and countless 
face-to-face meetings from 
Saudi King Salman to Pope 
Francis via France’s new 
leader, Emmanuel Macron -- 
is fraught with perils for the 
president.

The avalanche of 
revelations in the run-up to 
his departure have eroded 
Trump’s standing at home 
-- where the parallels with 
Richard Nixon’s ill-fated 
presidency are now being 
openly drawn.

They also revived questions 
about his ability to strike a 
presidential tone with his 
foreign counterparts.

“Truth is, nobody knows 
how Donald Trump is going 
to act or what he’s going to 
say in meetings of this kind 
because he’s never done it 
before,” summed up Stephen 
Sestanovich of the Council on 
Foreign Relations.

White House staff cast the 
70-year-old’s “friendly but 
candid” style as an asset in his 
dealings with foreign leaders.

But as the Republican takes 
his first steps as head of state 
on the world stage, his every 
word, action and tweet will be 
under the microscope.

Known to dislike long trips, 
the president will be joined 
by his wife Melania, who has 
until now cut a highly discreet 
figure at his side. 

His daughter Ivanka and 
son-in-law Jared Kushner 
-- two of his closest advisors 
-- will also be on board Air 
Force One.

What message will Trump 
be taking to the world?

On foreign policy, the 
president has pulled back 
spectacularly from his 
most provocative campaign 
pledges, towards a stance in 

many respects similar to his 
predecessor Barack Obama.

But the real estate magnate 
will still need to explain to 
foreign partners how his 
favorite slogan -- “America 
First” -- can be compatible 
with multilateralism.

“President Trump 
understands that America 
First does not mean American 
alone -- to the contrary,” 
insisted his national security 
advisor, H.R. McMaster.

Speech on Islam
The White House touts a 
“historic” trip during which 
Trump -- in visits to Saudi 
Arabia, the Vatican and 
Jerusalem -- will reach out to 
leaders of the world’s major 
faiths.During his two days 
in Riyadh, he will likely seek 
to strike a contrast with the 
Democrat Obama, who was 
widely viewed with suspicion 
by the Gulf.

The combination of tough 
talk on Iran, a lower-key 
focus on human rights, and 
the likely announcement of 
new arms deals should in 
theory earn the US leader a 
warm welcome.

Trump’s delivery of a 
speech on Islam before dozens 
of Muslim leaders gathered 
in the Saudi capital could 
prove a far more delicate 
exercise, however, given 
the tensions sparked 
by his travel ban 
targeting several 
Muslim-majority 
nations -- 
now stuck 
in the US 
courts.

“ I ’ l l 
s p e a k 
w i t h 
M u s l i m 
leaders and 
challenge them 
to fight hatred and 
extremism, and embrace 
a peaceful future for their 
faith,” Trump promised 
ahead of the trip.

In Israel, Trump has hopes 
-- though it is still unclear how 
-- of reviving the moribund 
peace process, meeting 

both his “friend” Benjamin 
Netanyahu in Jerusalem, and 
Palestinian president Mahmud 
Abbas in Bethlehem.

But the Israeli leg of his trip 
is already awash in controversy 
-- from a row over his visit to 
Jerusalem’s Western Wall, the 
holiest prayer site for Jews, to 
Trump’s alleged disclosure of 
Israeli intelligence to Russian 
officials.

Trump’s meeting with 
Pope Francis -- two men at 
odds on everything from 
climate change to refugee 
policy -- remains highly 
unpredictable, although 
the pontiff says he will give 
America’s bullish leader an 
open-minded hearing.

Finally, the president’s 
trip will wrap up in 
Europe where his shifting 
pronouncements on Brexit, 
NATO and the future of 
the European Union have 
sown confusion among 
longstanding allies.

Trump will meet members 
of the North Atlantic 
alliance in Brussels, before 
heading on to a G7 summit 
in Taormina, a picturesque 
Sicilian town overlooking the 
Mediterranean.

“Does he invest in the 

relationship with the Atlantic 
partners in the same way 
that every president has 
done since Pearl Harbor?” 
wondered Charles Kupchan, 
former advisor to Obama. 

Khartoum

Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, who is wanted by the 
International Criminal Court, will not join an Islamic 

summit in Saudi Arabia with US President Donald Trump. 
“President Omar al-Bashir has apologised to King Salman 

of Saudi Arabia for being unable to attend the Riyadh 
summit,” a statement from his office said. It said he had been 
unable to accept the king’s invitation for “personal reasons.”

Bashir has evaded arrest since his indictment by the 
ICC for alleged genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity related to the 14-year-old conflict in Darfur that 
has killed tens of thousands of people.

Sudan’s Bashir to skip summit

Mecca 

A top Saudi cleric yesterday described as “blessed” an 
Islamic summit in the capital Riyadh at the weekend.

In his Friday sermon, the imam of the holy city of Mecca, 
Sheikh Saleh bin Hamdi, praised the “blessed meeting that 
will bring together brothers and friends” on Sunday.

He urged participants “to show realism... and to stress the 
negative impact of interferences in regional affairs”, state 
news agency SPA reported him as saying.

The imam said interference in the Middle East has 
“exacerbated confessional, religious, nationalist and ethnic 
conflicts”, and called on summit participants to act to “stem 
armed chaos provoked by terrorists and their sponsors”.

Top cleric ‘blesses’ summit

Trump takes 
first steps on 
world stage

A giant billboard bearing portraits of US President Donald Trump and 
Saudi Arabia’s King Salman, is seen on a main road in Riyadh

Trump 
jets off

Donald Trump jetted off on his first foreign trip as US presi-
dent yesterday, departing from Joint Base Andrews in the 
Washington suburbs en route to Riyadh. 


