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Canberra

Australia’s prime minister 
said his country has a 

“perfect right” to traverse 
the South China Sea after a 
media report Friday that the 
Chinese navy challenged three 
Australian warships in the 
hotly contested waterway.

The Chinese “challenged” 
two Australian frigates and 
an oil replenishment ship 
this month as the Australian 
vessels were sailing to Vietnam, 
Australian Broadcasting Corp. 
reported, citing anonymous 
defense officials.

It is not clear what took 
place during the encounter 
while China was conducting its 
largest ever naval exercises in 
the region.

China’s Defense Ministry 
defended its navy’s actions, 

saying the report “does not 
conform with the facts.”

On April 15, ships from the 
Chinese and Australian navies 

“encountered each other in 
the South China Sea,” it said 
in a statement. “The Chinese 
ships employed professional 

language in communicating 
with the Australian side, 
operated legally and according 
to regulation, professionally 

and safely,” the statement said.
No details were given about 

what was communicated 
during the exchange or if any 
other actions were taken.

China claims virtually the 
entire South China Sea and has 
built several islands to bolster 
its position in the waterway 
where other governments have 
competing claims and which 
is one of the world’s busiest 
sea lanes.

Australia has resisted 
pressure from the United 

States, its most important 
defense ally, to challenge the 
Chinese territorial zones, 
which are not recognized by 
international law. U.S. Navy 
vessels regularly sail close to 
Chinese-built features that 
include military installations, 
drawing protests from Beijing.

“We maintain and practice 
the right of freedom of 
navigation and overflight 
throughout the world and, 
in this context, we’re talking 
about naval vessels on the 
world’s oceans, including the 
South China Sea, as is our 
perfect right in accordance 
with international law,” 
Australian Prime Minister 
Malcolm Turnbull said. He did 
not comment on the specific 
incident when questioned by 
reporters in London.
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Chinese navy challenges Australian warships
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Beirut

Syrian state media says Islamic State 
group militants have agreed to 

give up their last pocket in Damascus.
The SANA news agency says 

militants will be given the option 
to stay and reconcile with the 
government or leave on buses to 
IS-held territory in the eastern Syrian 
desert.

The agreement announced 
Friday follows a day of intensive 
government airstrikes on the IS-held 
neighborhoods of Hajr al-Aswad and 
the Yarmouk Palestinian camp, in the 
Syrian capital.

The Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights monitoring group 
reported “relative calm” in the 
two neighborhoods after the 
announcement of the agreement.

UN vehicle 
seen near 
Syria gas 
attack site
Beirut 

A U.N.-marked vehicle was in 
the area close to the site of the 

suspected chemical weapons attack 
in Syria’s Douma on Friday under 
escort from Russian military police, a 
Reuters witness said.

The arrival of the vehicle comes 
three days after a U.N. security 
team turned back while doing 
reconnaissance in Douma for the visit 
of a team of international inspectors 
from the Organisation for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons.
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Moscow 

Russian president Vladimir Putin is 
“ready for a meeting” with his US 

counterpart Donald Trump, Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov said on Friday.

Moscow’s chief diplomat added 
that such a summit was not currently 
being discussed but the Kremlin 
hopes that a meeting at the White 
House would materialise.

“President Putin is ready for such a 
meeting,” Lavrov said in an interview 
with state news agency RIA Novosti.

“We are proceeding from the fact 
that the US president in a telephone 
conversation -- that was made public, 
there is no secret about this -- sent 
such an invitation and said that he 
would be happy to see (Putin) in the 
White House and then to meet him 
during a reciprocal visit.”

“Since Trump suggested this, we 
proceed from the fact that he will 
make this concrete,” he added.

Trump proposed a White House 
summit when he called Putin last 
month, prior to the mass expulsion of 
Russian diplomats from the US.

The proposal has not moved 
forward since relations between the 
US and Russia deteriorated further 
over an alleged chemical attack in 
Syria.

During the interview, Lavrov also 
said Moscow welcomed an expected 
summit between Trump and Kim 
Jong Un, the leader of nuclear-armed 
North Korea.

“We cannot wish this meeting 
failure,” Lavrov said.

“This would be a step away from 
the prospect of a military crisis and a 
military solution to the problem that 
is the Korean peninsula,” he added.

“We very much hope that he 

(Trump) starts the process of 
de-escalating tensions.”

The odds of the Trump-Kim 
summit taking place were boosted by 

the shock news earlier this week that 
CIA chief Mike Pompeo had gone to 
Pyongyang to meet Kim for the most 
significant US-North Korea contact in 

almost two decades.
Lavrov compared the US and 

North Korean statements prior to the 
meeting to tensions between “boxers” 
before a match.

“Before the start of serious 
conversations it is like boxers entering 
the ring, showing off in front of one 
another before the fight,” he said.

Russia has relatively warm ties with 
North Korea, with which it shares a 
small land border.

The United States earlier this year 
accused Russia of helping Pyongyang 
evade some international sanctions by 
supplying fuel to the isolated country.
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US President Donald Trump and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin met last year on the sidelines of the G20 summit 
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Royal Australian Navy frigate HMAS Anzac is docked at Saigon port in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam


