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Nuclear Conference in Korea Collides With
U.S. Election

March 28, 2012 12:01 am

By MARK LANDLER / The New York Times

SEOUL, South Korea -- Politics, diplomats like to say, stops at the water's edge. But this week, the
American presidential campaign crashed into a nuclear security summit meeting half a world away.

The result was a most undiplomatic pileup on Tuesday, with President Dmitri A. Medvedev of Russia
criticizing Mitt Romney, the Republican presidential front-runner, for having views that were decades out of

date, the White House siding with the Russians in knocking Mr. Romney, and the candidate in turn lashing

out at both the White House and the Kremlin.

The tempest began on Monday, when Mr. Obama was caught by a microphone in a moment of candor,

telling Mr. Medvedev that he would have more flexibility to deal with Russian concerns over the American

missile defense system after the election in November.

"I understand," Mr. Medvedev replied. "I will transmit this information to Vladimir," he continued, referring

to Vladimir V. Putin, who won another term as president in an election this month.

Republicans, not surprisingly, pounced. Mr. Romney said such frank talk with a foreign leader was an

"alarming and troubling development." The House speaker, John A. Boehner, said he would be curious to

hear what Mr. Obama meant by "flexibility."

On Tuesday, the president was with Mr. Medvedev again, this time to talk about a joint operation to clean

up a nuclear testing site in Kazakhstan. Asked to clarify what he meant during his not-so-private exchange

the day before, the president was primed to turn the tables.

"First of all, are the mics on?" Mr. Obama said, gesturing to a forest of boom microphones.

Then he plunged into a tutorial on the complexities of negotiating arms control treaties. In this case, Russia
objects to a missile defense system in Europe because it says it could be used against its intercontinental

ballistic missiles. It has demanded written assurances that this would not be the case; the United States has

refused to accept such restrictions.

In what sounded like the argument he has made against Republicans since the debt-ceiling debacle of last

summer, Mr. Obama said the highly partisan environment in Washington would make it hard to bridge gaps

with Russia on such sensitive issues.
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"You can't start that a few months before presidential and Congressional elections in the United States, and

at a time when they just completed elections in Russia, and they're in the process of a presidential transition,"

Mr. Obama said, as Mr. Medvedev listened.

Lest anyone question his larger motives, Mr. Obama linked the dispute over missile defense to his goal of

radically reducing the size of the American nuclear arsenal. To do that, he said, the United States needs to

win comparable cuts in the Russian arsenal, which required building trust -- something it could do by

resolving the disputes over missile defense. "This is not a matter of hiding the ball," he said. "I want to see us
gradually, systematically reduce reliance on nuclear weapons."

When Mr. Obama finished, and an interpreter began translating his remarks into Russian, the president
waved his hand, as if to suggest they were not intended for non-American consumption.

A few hours later, at a news conference, Mr. Medvedev joined the fray, saying that the attitude of some

American presidential candidates toward Russia -- especially Mr. Romney's characterization of Russia

during a CNN interview on Monday as "without question our No. 1 geopolitical foe" -- "smells of

Hollywood."

"Look at your watch," Mr. Medvedev told reporters. "It is 2012, not the mid-1970s. No matter what party

someone belongs to, he should pay attention to political realities."

Jay Carney, the White House press secretary, sounded a similar theme in a briefing to reporters before Mr.
Obama left Seoul to return to Washington. "In a world where Al Qaeda is so clearly the pre-eminent threat
to the United States, and similar organizations, it seems a little inaccurate to make that statement about

Russia, where Russia is a country that we have been able to cooperate with on very important issues," he
said.

White House officials said Mr. Romney's remarks were part of a pattern of statements about foreign policy

issues, including on Iran and China, that left them shaking their heads.

Mr. Romney's campaign kept the battle raging when it issued a letter to Mr. Obama, signed by 36 Romney
foreign policy advisers, criticizing the president for leadership that "has been neither strong nor constant." His

overheard conversation, the advisers wrote, raises questions about "whether a new period of even greater
weakness and inconstancy would lie ahead if you are re-elected."

Later, Lanhee Chen, the Romney campaign's policy director, took issue with "the creeping authoritarianism"

of the Russian government and said in a statement that the Kremlin would probably prefer that Mr. Obama
remained in office.

In all, the episode somewhat overshadowed the nuclear meeting. The 54 countries on hand said they had

made progress in reducing the risk of a nuclear terrorist attack. But some experts said the gains were
modest.

"The accomplishments being announced today are very concrete, but there's really not that much new that

wasn't already in the pipeline," said Kenneth N. Luongo, co-chairman of the Fissile Materials Working
Group, a consortium of 60 nuclear experts.

To fully address the threat of nuclear terrorism, Mr. Luongo said, countries need to accept uniform security



4/25/13 Nuclear Conference in Korea Collides With U.S. Election - Pittsburgh Post-Gazette - Printer friendly

www.post-gazette.com/stories/news/world/nuclear-conference-in-korea-collides-with-us-election-628328/?print=1 3/3

standards. Citing sovereignty concerns, however, many countries here resist such measures.

On Tuesday, Mr. Obama met with Prime Minister Yousaf Raza Gilani of Pakistan to discuss the security

situation in Afghanistan and the increasingly frayed relationship between Pakistan and the United States.

Speaking before the meeting, Mr. Obama acknowledged the recent strains but said he believed that a
parliamentary review of the relationship, now under way in Pakistan, would put things on a firmer footing.

"It's important for us to have candid dialogue, to work through these issues," Mr. Obama said.

The summit meeting focused on individual achievements, like the removal of all stocks of highly enriched

uranium from Ukraine, an agreement to coordinate antismuggling efforts, and the joint cleanup of the
Semipalatinsk testing site in Kazakhstan.

"We have to get away from this small ball," Mr. Luongo said, "and start looking at the big picture."

But it was the exchange over missile defense, more than anything, that made headlines. Mr. Obama said that

he was merely explaining the obvious when he spoke of domestic politics affecting international affairs.

"The only way I get this stuff done is if I'm consulting with the Pentagon, if I'm consulting with Congress, if
I've got bipartisan support," Mr. Obama said. "Frankly, the current environment is not conducive to those

kinds of thoughtful consultations."

In Washington, Mr. Boehner seemed to try to quell the sniping when he was asked if he agreed with Mr.
Romney's assessment of Russia. "While the president's overseas, I think it's appropriate that -- that people

not be critical of him or of our country," he said.

Michael Schwirtz contributed reporting from Moscow, and Michael D. Shear from Washington.
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