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By DARLENE SUPERVILLE
Associated Press

RICHFIELD, Ohio — 
President Donald Trump on 
Thursday threatened to hold 
up the trade agreement his 
administration finalized this 
week with South Korea in an 
effort to gain more leverage 
in potential talks with North 
Korea.

Speaking on infrastructure 
in Ohio, Trump highlighted 
the recently completed rene-
gotiation of the Korea-U.S. 
free trade agreement. But he 
warned, “I may hold it up 
until after a deal is made with 
North Korea.” The remark 
comes as the two Koreas 
have announced plans to 
hold bilateral meetings 
next month in advance of a 
possible meeting between 
Trump and North Korea’s 
Kim Jong Un by the end of 
May.

Trump noted the “rhetoric 
has calmed down” with 
North Korea, but added he 
may put a hold on the first 
trade agreement concluded 
by his administration, 
“because it’s a very strong 
card and I want to make sure 
everyone is treated fairly.”

Trump did not explain 

what leverage the U.S. would 
achieve by holding up the 
trade deal with South Korea. 
The South Korean embassy 
in Washington declined to 
comment.

The liberal government 
in Seoul wants Washington 
to engage with Pyongyang 
to help foster inter-Korean 
relations and reduce nuclear 
tensions. Trump may be 
suggesting that a prospective 
nuclear deal with North 
Korea is desired by South 
Korea, so by delaying it the 
U.S. could extract better 
trade terms with the South. 

But chances of a nuclear deal 
remain deeply uncertain.

Typically, the U.S. has 
sought solidarity with South 
Korea to resist attempts 
by North Korea to divide 
the allies. Resurrecting the 
complex and politically 
charged issue of trade could 
prove distracting just as the 
U.S. is pursuing high-stakes 
diplomacy with Pyongyang.

The president’s visit to 
Ohio was meant to be a 
push for upgrades to the 
nation’s aging roads and 
bridges. Instead, Trump 
turned what was billed as 

a “major speech” on infra-
structure into 53-minute 
campaign-style rally, with 
talk of defeating the Islamic 
State and caring for veterans 
— not to mention a plug 
for the television reboot of 
“Roseanne.”

He highlighted his plan 
deploying $200 billion in 
federal money to spur at least 
$1.5 trillion in spending over 
a decade to repair or replace 
highways, bridges, ports, 
airports and other infrastruc-
ture.

“We will transform our 
roads and bridges from a 
source of endless frustration 
into a source of incredible 
pride,” he said.

But in a concession to 
political realities in Wash-
ington, where lawmakers are 
increasingly focused on their 
re-elections in what is set to 
be a difficult campaign cycle 
for Republicans, Trump said, 
“You’re probably going to 
have to wait until after the 
election.”

Trump said Democrats 
don’t want to work with him 
on infrastructure because 
they don’t want to give 
him any additional “wins” 
after his tax bill passed in 
December.

Trump warns he may freeze SKorea 
trade deal for talks with NKorea
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President Donald Trump waves as he is introduced to 
speak at Local 18 Richfield Training Facility Thursday in 
Richfield, Ohio.
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ISACHENKOV 

and JILL LAWLESS
Associated Press

MOSCOW — Russia 
announced the expulsion of 
more than 150 diplomats, 
including 60 Americans, on 
Thursday and said it was 
closing a U.S. consulate 
in retaliation for the wave 
of Western expulsions of 
Russian diplomats over 
the poisoning of an ex-spy 
and his daughter in Britain, 
a tit-for-tat response that 
intensified the Kremlin’s 
rupture with the United 
States and Europe.

The Russian move came 
as a hospital treating Sergei 
Skripal and his daughter, 
Yulia, said the woman was 
improving rapidly and was 
now in stable condition, 
though her father remained 
in critical condition.

The Skripals were found 
unconscious and critically 
ill in the English city of 
Salisbury on March 4. 
British authorities blamed 
Russia for poisoning them 
with a military-grade nerve 
agent, accusations Russia 
has vehemently denied.

Two dozen countries, 
including the U.S., many 
EU nations and NATO, 
have ordered more than 150 
Russian diplomats out this 
week in a show of solidarity 
with Britain — a massive 
action unseen even at the 
height of the Cold War.

Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov said at news 
conference Thursday that 
Moscow will expel the same 
number of diplomats from 
each of those countries in 
retaliation.

U.S. Ambassador Jon 
Huntsman was summoned 
to the Foreign Ministry 
while Lavrov was speaking, 
where he was handed notice 
that Russia is responding 
quid pro quo to the U.S. 
decision to order 60 Russian 
diplomats out.

In a statement, Huntsman 
said there was “no justifi-
cation” for the move and 
that it shows Moscow isn’t 
interested in dialogue with 
the United States about 
important matters.

“Russia should not be 
acting like a victim,” U.S. 
State Department spokes-
woman Heather Nauert 
said.

Russia responds 
quid pro quo to 
diplomats’ expulsions

By HOPE YEN 
and CALVIN WOODWARD

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — 
President Donald Trump’s 
selection of his White 
House doctor to run the 
massive Department of 
Veterans Affairs triggered 
concern Thursday among 
lawmakers and veterans 
groups about whether he has 
the experience to manage 
an agency paralyzed over 
Trump’s push to expand 
private care.

Ronny Jackson, a Navy 
rear admiral entrusted with 

the health of the past three 
presidents, is a lifelong 
physician whose positions 
on privatizing operations in 
the second largest federal 
department and addressing 
ballooning health care costs 
are unknown. First named 
to the top White House 
post by President Barack 
Obama, he would be new to 
running a big bureaucracy 
if given leadership over 
a department of 360,000 
employees serving 9 million 
veterans.

In a statement, Trump 
praised Jackson as “highly 
trained and qualified.” But 

representatives of veterans 
aren’t sold on the choice, or 
on Trump’s decision a day 
earlier to fire VA Secretary 
David Shulkin.

“There is little that we 
know about Dr. Ronny Jack-
son’s vision and qualifica-
tions,” said Paul Rieckhoff, 
founder and CEO of Iraq 
and Afghanistan Veterans 
of America. “Our concern 
is whether President Trump 
was more interested in 
picking a secretary who 
would be politically loyal 
rather than someone who 
can work across the aisle to 
fix long standing problems 

of bureaucratic delay.”
Similar doubts were 

expressed by Veterans 
of Foreign Wars, which 
praised Jackson’s military 
background in a statement 
but pointed to a nominee 
biography devoid of “any 
experience working with 
the VA or with veterans, or 
managing any organization 
of size, much less one as 
multifaceted as the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs.” 
AMVETS echoed such 
sentiments.

“We look forward to 
a rigorous confirmation 
hearing,” Rieckhoff said.

Trump’s VA pick draws concern over thin management record
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President Donald Trump shakes hands with White 
House physician Dr. Ronny Jackson on Jan. 12 after his 
first medical check-up as president.
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